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ABSTRACT 
 

.!/0112'"345'+460'7825'"309:';9:5<0=>'

"30'%?53818@?'4AB'C2?D3818@?'8E'!34F0'9A'530'$4:1?'&86012'8E'G08:@0'$1985'

 Although Victorian England was a strongly shame-based culture, no book-length study 

explores the nineteenth century understanding of shame or its influence in the oeuvre of a major 

Victorian novelist. Because George Eliot and her partner George Henry Lewes worked at the 

crux of every major Victorian discourse, her novels are a key place to begin this exploration. 

George Eliot’s early novels Scenes of Clerical Life, Adam Bede, The Mill on the Floss, and Silas 

Marner, resist or rewrite English cultural myths that embody shame as a method of social 

control, especially myths related to the biblical doctrine of election. Eliot employs a two-level 

structure suggested by her reading of Feuerbach, Spinoza, and Mackay, in which the novels 

follow biblical plotlines, while she depicts in her characters the psychological positivist 

understanding of moral motivation derived from Spinoza, in which repressed shame must be 

acknowledged in order to attain moral freedom. 

 In Chapter One, I assess the influence of John Locke’s Some Thoughts Concerning 

Education on Victorian child-rearing practices, employing the theories of affect theorist Silvan 

Tomkins to explain the effect of these practices in the development of personalities such as 

George Eliot’s. I discuss her favorite book as a child—The Linnet’s Life—and demonstrate that 

the book forecasts the psychic work of Eliot’s protagonists. I also read Rousseau’s Confessions 

and explain how his understanding of shame as a corrupting influence shaped her treatment of 

shame in her novels.     

 In Chapter Two, I discuss Scenes of Clerical Life in the context of Spinoza’s Tractatus 

Theologico-Politicus, and of English mythologies of the French Revolution. Deploying the 
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gothic mode, Eliot rewrites characters and scenes from Carlyle’s History of the French 

Revolution, and Dickens’s Little Dorrit, to interrogate the tendency of the English to view all 

people like themselves as the elect, and to vilify and shame those who differ. 

 In Chapters Three and Four, I argue that Eliot structures the plots of Adam Bede and The 

Mill on the Floss from the mythological structure of the Genesis story of Cain and Abel, which is 

the type of election. I discuss Romantic and Victorian versions of the Cain and Abel story, such 

as Byron’s closet drama Cain, compared to Eliot’s own extension of the story in her poem The 

Legend of Jubal. I also discuss the treatment of the story of Cain and Abel in various theological 

discourse, such as Bede, Augustine and Calvin.  

 In Chapter Five, I argue Silas Marner’s history parallels the development of the biblical 

Israelites from after the flood, to the Babylonian exile and return. Eliot’s treatment is strongly 

influenced by volume two of Mackay’s The Progress of the Intellect; Eliot suggests that whether 

Silas is wicked or elect, the narrative is about the vindication of God, not Silas. Eppie represents 

the positive development of Christianity from the ancient Hebrew religion, as it was influenced 

and purified by Babylonian monotheistic religion. For Eliot (following Feuerbach and Mackay), 

the “Essence of Christianity” was not the shaming doctrine of election, but rather the doctrine of 

Christ, who offered forgiveness rather than blame and shame.   



! ! )*++! NM!

Introduction 

George Eliot and Victorian Shame Culture 

 I began this project with a hypothesis that Victorian culture was a shame culture (see 

definition below), and that George Eliot’s novels were a deliberate intervention in that culture. 

As I argue in chapter one of this dissertation, Eliot’s novels attempt “to shift the ground of 

morality from revealed truth expressed in judgment to the much more ambiguous positivist 

ground in which ‘we sympathize with individual suffering and individual joy’ (GEL 2.403)” 

(27). This hypothesis implies several things. It implies that George Eliot’s main concern in her 

writing was moral and ethical, that she was aware of the constructed nature of shame and its 

ideological power in the culture, and that she attempted in her novels a challenge to that 

ideological power.1 These points will, I hope, be demonstrated during the course of the 

dissertation. However, this hypothesis presupposes, first, that I have an adequate understanding 

of the term shame and its manifestations in Victorian culture, and second, that I have an adequate 

understanding of what the term meant to George Eliot. These two questions dictated my research 

methodology. While I read copious amounts of psychological and literary theory, as well as 

historical treatments of eighteenth and nineteenth century moral philosophy, ethics, and science, 

I have relegated most of that to the endnotes. What I have foregrounded in this dissertation is 

mainly my attempt to read what George Eliot read, to analyze the discourses that shaped her 

thinking, feeling, and literary expressions about shame and morality in Victorian culture. This 

seems particularly appropriate, given George Henry Lewes’s assertion that an organism’s 

development is a product of its interaction with its medium: a developmental perspective that 

informed much of burgeoning Victorian physiological and psychological theory of mind. 

Consequently, this dissertation partakes somewhat of the form of an intellectual history of 

George Eliot, especially in the first two chapters. D2Q*R*&P!C!/31*37!18/0!7/00*&1%1/23!12!"*!%!
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*%&+#!32R*+0!18&25F8!18*!+*30*0!2;!08%6*!/3!/10!R%&/250!7/0:5&0/R*!;2&6%1/230(!>8*!writings 

of George Eliot are an important site in which to explore the discursive formations of shame in 

Victorian culture, since she and George Henry Lewes were at the crux of every major discourse 

of the time, religious, social, scientific, and literary.  

 When I began my research for this project, I theorized that shame is an important—or 

even crucial—emotion in the “structures of feeling” George Eliot’s novels depict.2 However, 

when I read her novels closely, I was puzzled that she did not use the word shame or its cognates 

nearly as often as she did the word blame and its cognates. This discovery led me to question 

why George Eliot seemed more concerned with blame than she was with the resulting emotion, 

shame, although it was often shame that then precipitated the moral crises in each novel. In what 

sense could Victorian culture be considered a “shame culture” if Victorians did not often use the 

word shame? Did they have another name for it? Was the concept taken for granted in the 

culture, so that they did not refer to shame, but only its well-documented signs, such as blushing, 

confusion, the desire to disappear or to die, the inability to meet another’s gaze? These questions 

led me to a search to understand in what Victorian discursive communities the concept was 

framed, and to “establish the semantic field surrounding” shame in Eliot’s writing (Lévi-Strauss 

4). What follows is a very brief introduction to the concepts I will use in the rest of the 

dissertation to explain what I was seeing, as I continued to investigate. 

 

A Definition of Shame and ‘Shame Culture’ 

 I am not the first literary critic to apply the term shame culture to Victorian social 

formations: Alexander Welsh in George Eliot and Blackmail (1985) calls Victorian England a 
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“shame culture” in the context of the rise of public opinion and its concomitant vice, blackmail 

(Welsh 143). Mason Harris, in his analysis of Adam Bede, calls Hayslope, and especially the 

family dynamics of the Poysers, “shame culture at its most basic” (Harris 55). The term shame 

culture (along with its binary term guilt culture) was coined by American cultural anthropologist 

Ruth Benedict in The Chrysanthemum and the Sword (1946), to classify a culture according to 

whether a person is expected to look (respectively) externally or internally for sanction. 

According to Benedict, 

True shame cultures rely on external sanctions for good behavior, not, as true 

guilt cultures do, on an internalized conviction of sin . . . [In a guilt culture] a man 

may suffer from guilt though no man knows of his misdeed [but in a shame 

culture] a person need not be troubled . . . [s]o long as his bad behavior does not 

'get out into the world.’ (Benedict 223) 

The possibility of not being troubled unless one’s bad behavior should ‘get out into the world’ 

contains an implicit moral judgment: that internal motivation (i.e., guilt) is more authentic or 

reliable than external motivation (i.e., shame), since one could conceivably conform to public 

opinion while having a very different private disposition. Reliance upon external sanctions 

implies that there is no internalization of morality; at its most extreme, such a definition implies 

that there is no definition of wrong outside of what the group may think or accept. Shame in 

ancient Greek culture (sometimes called classical shame) is most often given as an example of 

this extreme form, as exemplified by the “warrior code” or “honor code” in which only defeat 

and death (or in more modern terms, loss of social standing) are shameful.3 

 Benedict’s ideological assumptions were common for her era, however. Working during 

WWII, Benedict coined the term to describe the differences between Japanese and American 
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culture, comparing so-called “shame cultures” like Japan with “guilt cultures” like the United 

States. Benedict came to her conclusions by analyzing Japanese cultural artifacts (newspapers, 

films, books), and by interviewing Japanese Americans in internment camps in the U.S.  Her 

ideas gained immediate cultural currency in the U.S., but were also controversial mainly because 

Benedict was researching at the behest of the U.S. War Department, which almost certainly 

influenced the ideological and teleological implications of Benedict’s argument: that guilt 

cultures are more advanced morally and/or socially than shame cultures. As cultural 

anthropologists Nash and Kilday summarize the controversy,   

The traditional view [is] that in attributing blame or culpability to instill 

conformity, societies divide themselves into ‘shame’ or ‘guilt’ cultures. Most 

analyses see the latter as a significantly more modern development built from the 

dissolution of the chronologically earlier shame cultures. These are characterized 

as overwhelmingly primitive since they generally express community norms and 

values rooted in established and traditional practices, carefully codified within the 

popular mind . . . . [In contrast, guilt cultures] are generally considered more 

complex and supposedly modern, since they describe the individual (rather than 

the community) as the centre of a web of culpability, blame, and atonement. 

‘Guilt’ describes a set of psychological tools possessed by the individual which 

persuades them to form their own personal deterrent, policing agent and judicial 

mechanism. (Nash and Kilday 4-6) 4 

Nash and Kilday argue for a much more nuanced view of the role of shame and guilt in Japanese 

culture, and question whether the distinction between guilt culture and shame culture is even 

valid; a critique that echoes controversy about the role of shame in ancient Greek culture.  
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 However, part of my argument in this dissertation is that George Eliot, along with many 

of her contemporaries, argued that shame was indeed an inferior motivation for moral behavior, 

and that this idea could be traced through Rousseau, as far back as Spinoza. I argue that they 

adopted this ideological stance in opposition to the prevailing idea that shame was a natural and 

even God-given reaction to being fallen, sinful, or doing wrong, and thus a wholesome emotion 

to cultivate as a safeguard against immoral behavior. These disputes demonstrate the 

ideologically freighted, constructed definition of shame, and suggest the question, what is shame 

exactly? Is there such a thing as “true” shame and “false” shame (a distinction popular in 

Victorian literature)? 5  

 First, a modern definition of shame: UC Santa Barbara sociologist Thomas Scheff 

describes shame as the emotion that “signals a threat to the social bond.” 6 It seems to me that all 

other definitions of shame fall under this more general rubric, whether it be Jean Paul Sartre’s 

well-known definition of shame as “perceiving oneself negatively in the eyes of the Other,” or 

Freud’s early theories of shame as the engine of repression (more on Freud below). Shame is 

considered to be one of the most painful emotions, and according to affect theorist Silvan 

Tomkins, this signal function of shame is built into the brain as a warning system: just as bodily 

pain warns of danger to the physical body, the emotional pain of shame warns of danger to the 

social body.7 The experience of disapproval or withdrawal by others triggers shame, and through 

such social interactions, shame becomes attached to events, ideas, and memories in assemblages 

that Tomkins refers to as “scripts.” 8  So, for example, one can become intensely ashamed of 

one’s social class, as does Pip in Great Expectations; or of a part of one’s body, such as Maggie 

does of her hair in The Mill on the Floss; or of being pregnant out of wedlock, as Hetty does in 

Adam Bede.9  One can also replay certain intensely shameful memories compulsively so that 
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shame in the current moment also triggers shame from the past, a process that can become what 

Scheff and Redzinger call a “shame-rage spiral.” We see a dynamic very similar to this in the 

psychology of the characters Adam Bede, Maggie Tulliver, and her father, especially; and in 

attenuated fashion in some of her other characters, for reasons that I explore in detail in the 

chapters that follow. But it will be evident by the discussion so far that in certain family or 

cultural dynamics, shame (or fear of shame) could become associated with almost everything a 

person is, does or experiences, leading to depression, paranoia, and   even psychosis.10  Thus, 

according to current assessments of shame, “it is accepted beyond reasonable doubt that shame 

damages an individual’s sense of themselves. The sheer impact of shame upon their 

psychological makeup and ego distorts their view of the past and the future” (Nash and Kilday 

5). However, this modern psychological assessment of shame is quite different from the 

definitions of shame that George Eliot would have encountered in the intellectual discourses of 

the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. I here want to briefly introduce the discourses that I have 

discovered to be relevant to George Eliot’s treatment of shame in her novels, as I analyze it in 

the rest of the dissertation.   

Shame and Moral Philosophy: The Journey from Soul to Mind 

 In eighteenth and nineteenth-century moral philosophy, shame was considered one of the 

“moral emotions,” and was generally agreed to be the emotion proper to moral transgression. 

Edward S. Reed documents the transition from moral philosophy to psychology, explaining, 

“Early in the century, psychology was considered the science of the soul. By the end of the 

century, psychology had more or less abandoned the soul and replaced it with the mind” (Reed 

3). 11 This transition was, of course, a very contentious undertaking: those like G.H. Lewes, who 

argued for the primacy of the brain-mind connection (rather than a separate entity such as the 
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soul), were accused of atheism and/or materialism. Lewes “was alert to the ideological force that 

could be mobilized behind charges of ‘materialism’ . . . and made a parallel with the period after 

the French Revolution to indicate the difficulties experienced by contemporaries” (Rylance 89-

90). As psychology gradually separated itself from older discourses such as religion, philosophy, 

and ethics, it began to acquire a more empirical character. Rather than a priori theorizing about 

the human mind, emotions, and motivations, such as had been the case with philosophers such as 

John Locke, David Hume, and J.S. Mill, researchers such as Herbert Spencer, Alexander Bain, 

G.H. Lewes, and Charles Darwin began the exacting process of trying to formulate principles of 

psychological understanding based upon observation and experimentation.12   

 Well aware of the “complex mediations between science, philosophy, and politics that the 

period demanded,” researchers like Lewes and Bain were quick to emphasize that this scientific 

understanding was also profoundly moral (Rylance 89).  As Peter Alan Dale explains: 

For Comte, Mill, Lewes, Renan, Spencer, and others, the scientific theory of 

knowledge was meant, in the end, to lead to the regeneration of the social order . . . 

. [The] effort to formulate a scientific morality is perhaps the single most widely 

characteristic feature of nineteenth-century positivism . . . positivism could do 

nothing if it could not teach the true criteria of moral action. (Dale 14, 20) 

This dual goal of establishing that the mind was not a separate soul but rather an extension of the 

brain, yet also of establishing a scientific rather than metaphysical basis for morality, lead to a 

renewed interest in a moral philosopher whose model of mind and spirituality was amenable to 

this goal: Benedict (Baruch) Spinoza.  

 “Spinoza is an important figure for Lewes and Eliot specifically in terms of the ways in 

which he writes about the self. He too sees the mind and body as inseparable. Like Eliot, he 
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therefore sees the relationship between them as crucial to understanding human actions and 

motivations” (Davis 14). 13 Eliot’s fiction “shares the sense of the inextricable connection 

between body and mind on which Spinoza insists in his model of mind, a model which, though 

based upon idealist premises, did much to stimulate debate in the nineteenth century about the 

significance of scientific investigation of the mind” (Davis 7).  

 Victorian Repression and the Unconscious 

! C3!/98C9;;=AG&=G&,=>BAC=?G&7=>B=AGP!a283!b5:/:8!2SS20*0!1Q2!X/370!2;!S0#:8/:!&*;50%+0T!

c&*;50%+0!2;!X32Q+*7F*d!%37!c&*;50%+0!2;!*\S&*00/23d!eb5:/:8!Zf(14!>8*!;/&01!/0!:+20*&!12!18*!

9&*57/%3!7*;/3/1/23!2;!&*S&*00/23P!"51!/1!/0!X*#!/3!18*!/7*%0!2;!4S/32[%(!4/F6537!9&*57Y0!
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Shame in Literary Criticism 

 Given the popularity of shame as a topic in Victorian intellectual discourse, it seems 

surprising that it has not been of much interest in literary criticism until relatively recently. 
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Although Eliot scholars have explored various cultural contexts for her novels, shame has not 

been a focus of inquiry. Several critics have written about Darwinism and nineteenth century 

science (Gillian Beer, George Levine, Nancy Patton and Sally Shuttleworth) but do not discuss 

shame, or do so only tangentially and in passing. C3!&*F%&7!12!.%&Q/3!/3!S%&1/:5+%&P!18/0!0**60!

%3!/6S2&1%31!2R*&0/F81P!0/3:*!Darwin wrote about shame at length in 1872 in The Expression of 

Emotion in Man and Animals. Peter Alan Dale, Michael Davis, Edward S. Reed and Rick 

Rylance have written extensively about nineteenth-century psychologies and theories of mind 

that influenced Eliot, but do not mention shame.16 Sara Murphy and Lisa Rodensky have written 

about nineteenth-century theory of mind and the Victorian novel, from the point of view of 

Victorian criminal law; neither mention shame. In the early 1990s, Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick 

discovered the affect theorist Silvan Tomkins, and reprinted some of his work in Shame and Its 

Sisters: A Silvan Tomkins Reader (1995). After that, Sedgwick used affect theory in her 

discussions of queer sexuality and literature, but other than commenting in Between Men that 

Eliot “was an inspired specialist in the analysis of gender roles as forms of power," she did not 

discuss George Eliot at any length (147). Lauren Berlant has also deployed affect theory in her 

critique of popular culture.  

 The one volume of literary criticism that discusses any works by George Eliot in the 

context of psychological theories of shame is Scenes of Shame: Psychoanalysis, Shame, and 

Writing (1999). Editors Adamson and Clark argued for why literary criticism should take serious 

notice of shame as an interpretive strategy, discussing shame in the context of Lacan, Freud, 

Hegel, Sartre, Kierkegaard, Nietzsche, Goethe, and Darwin: 

Current discussions in literary criticism that focus on race, class and gender would 

do well to give more consideration to the affective sources and consequences of 
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social injustice and power.... Whenever a person is devalued and internalizes the 

negative judgment of an other, shame flourishes. Shame attends the process of 

subjection in general. (1-3) 

Two of the book’s essays discuss George Eliot’s fiction. In “Ardor and Shame in Middlemarch,” 

Gordon Hirsch argues that Eliot’s characters “try to defend against shame…by becoming what 

Eliot would call ‘Egoists,’ armoring themselves against the judgments and opinions of others” 

(83). Hirsch speculates on the relation between sympathy and shame in the novel, and concludes, 

“Eliot presents ‘sympathy’ or compassion as a means of defending against shame” (96).  Here 

Hirsch uses the term “defend” in two different ways. In the first instance, Hirsch means that 

egoism (or what we now call narcissism) is a psychic defense mechanism that vulnerable 

individuals adopt against being shamed. In the second sentence, Hirsch means to say that the 

sympathy of others counteracts the destructive effects of shame, in order to circumvent or 

prevent egoistic behavior in the shamed person. Perhaps because of the dual use of the word 

defense, the implications of Hirsch’s argument are easy to miss.  

 Hirsch also suggests a feminist motivation for Eliot’s focus on shame: “One of the 

reasons Eliot is so interested in depicting resistance to shame is that she perceives it as something 

to which women are particularly vulnerable” (97).  As if to follow that suggestion, the book’s 

next essay, by psychoanalyst Joseph D. Lichtenberg, is entitled “George Eliot and the Dilemmas 

of the Female Child.”  This essay describes Middlemarch as “depicting the struggle of women 

for self-realization against the background of male dominance” (101).  As his main example, 

Lichtenberg cites the scene where Mrs. Garth scolds Letty for interrupting her brother Ben’s 

attempts to tell a story. Lichtenberg argues that Letty is “being shamed and humiliated” in the 

exchange with her mother, and describes how, “for Letty and many other young girls a central 
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injury is the trauma of inequality, of being valued less as a female from infancy on” (103, 107). 

He also mentions Maggie from The Mill on the Floss, and speculates that her attachment to Tom, 

despite his contemptuous behavior, stems from the tendency of shamed women to submit to “a 

powerful male who is consciously viewed as an idealized source of respect and happiness” (107).  

 While the two essays discussed above point out some of the shame dynamics in 

Middlemarch, they do not begin to approach any theory of shame in George Eliot’s novels, or in 

Victorian culture generally. The book that comes closest to doing so is Alexander Welsh’s 

George Eliot and Blackmail (1985). Victorian culture operated upon the assumption that fear of 

shame (i.e. fear of being rejected for being shameful) was an effective deterrent to immoral, 

unethical, or vulgar behavior. As Alexander Welsh argues about Victorian culture, “Threatening 

shame is the implicit means of control in the rise of public opinion,” while “avoidance of shame 

becomes the passive stratagem of private life” (Welsh 154). As George Eliot wrote in Felix Holt, 

the Radical, the “greatest power under heaven” is “public opinion—the ruling belief in society 

about what is right and wrong, what is honourable and what is shameful” (FH 326). This power 

was especially potent in Victorian culture because the rise of public opinion “diffused the 

possibility of shame in all directions” (Welsh 154). This great power would seem to vindicate the 

moral, deterrent function of shame; but notice (as Welsh points out) that it is shame that is to be 

avoided, not the doing of shameful things. Thus, I would argue that avoiding public shame was 

also an active stratagem in Victorian life: if certain acts, thoughts, and aspects of the self or 

social group must be hidden from public awareness to avoid shame, then no wonder “secrecy” 

was a “characteristic Victorian solution” to hide “untoward or inconvenient acts” (Welsh 24). 

This need for secrecy must inevitably lead to either hypocrisy or neurosis; and as Welsh amply 

demonstrates, secrecy led also to the rise of blackmail, and even to murder.  
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 For Welsh, the depiction of the blackmail plot in Eliot’s novels is an inevitable result of 

the tyranny of public opinion in Victorian life. My argument, however, goes further. The 

blackmail plot that Welsh documents so clearly in Eliot’s later novels is only a part of her larger 

intention to discountenance the function of shame as a guarantor of moral behavior. The 

disciplinary practice of shaming others publically was for Eliot an especially fraught and 

pernicious practice of social power, since it encouraged the gap that Welsh documents between 

past and present, inner and outer, identity. Eliot’s project was to demonstrate conclusively that 

fear of shame did not promote or guarantee moral behavior: indeed, in the especially shame-

prone (such as Arthur Donnithorne and Hetty Sorrel) it had the opposite result, leading only to 

the keeping of secrets from others—and from oneself.  

 

Mackay’s The Progress of the Intellect 

 In the very first essay (January 1851) that budding Victorian intellectual Marian Evans 

published in the Westminster Review—a review of R.W. Mackay’s The Progress of the 

Intellect— she identified a danger that threatened “human progress”: 17  

We are in bondage to terms and conceptions which, having had their roots in 

conditions of thought no longer existing, have ceased to possess any vitality, and 

are for us spells that have lost their virtue. The endeavour to spread enlightened 

ideas is perpetually counteracted by these idola theatri, which have allied 

themselves, on the one hand with men’s better sentiments, and on the other with 

institutions in whose defense are arrayed the passions and the interests of 

dominant classes. (Eliot, “Progress” 269) 18 
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Notice that according to Marian, this narrative power produces bondage: a strong word that 

suggests bonds or shackles that must be broken in order to experience freedom. The term idola 

teatri (Idols of the Theatre) is from Francis Bacon, who identified idols as “false notions which 

are now in possession of the human understanding, and have taken deep root therein . . . [having] 

immigrated into men’s minds from the various dogmas” contained in “sacred writings” such as 

the Bible (Bacon 1.44, my emphasis).19 Bacon actually differentiated four different kinds of 

idola, so the fact that Marian chose idola theatri is significant: theatri (theater) suggests that 

dogma has power when it is encoded in narrative, in stories that assign roles to play and follow a 

simple but dramatic plot.20   

 Dogma encoded in story is an excellent definition of mythology as I will use it in this 

dissertation; it resembles Mackay’s definition of mythology as stories meant for instruction.21 In 

the Mackay review, Marian argued the importance of understanding the particular mythic 

structures that shape each particular culture, an argument that would have great significance for 

her career as the novelist George Eliot.  

Now, though the teaching of positive truth is the grand means of expelling error, 

the process will be very much quickened if the negative argument serve as its 

pioneer; if, by a survey of the past, it can be shown how each age and each race 

has had a faith and a symbolism suited to its need and its stage of development, 

and that for succeeding ages to dream of retaining the spirit along with the forms 

of the past, is as futile as the embalming of the dead body in the hope that it may 

one day be resumed by the living soul. (“Progress” 269, my emphasis) 

The italicized portions above point out what I believe is a clear statement of George Eliot’s 

method in her novelistic career. She wanted to “expel error” in two ways: she made the negative 
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argument by structuring the plots of her individual fictions (as well as the overall chronology of 

her works) through the “dead body”—the dogma and shame mythology—of the English Church. 

Because these “forms of the past” are dead, the plots of her novels tend to crush the “spirit” of 

her protagonists, and the early plots especially end in a sense of futility or even physical death.  

 At the same time, she made the positive argument for her Spinozan view of human 

development by the psychodynamics she employed in each story to explain the “living soul” of 

her characters’ motivations and struggles. In the essay on Mackay, Evans called this 

psychodynamics “the divine yea and nay, the seal of prohibition and sanction”—in others words, 

praise and blame, with its corollary shame—and argued that this moral education should come, 

“not by means of Greek and Hebrew, but by that inexorable law of consequences” (271).22  Her 

novels work on both levels dialogically—on the level of plot and the level of story—to replace 

the embalmed body of Christian dogma with the living spirit of positive truth.23  

 In the same essay Marian Evans argued, “every past phase of human development . . . 

may be looked on as an experiment of which we may reap the benefit. A correct generalization 

gives significance to the smallest detail” (271, my emphasis). As the rest of this dissertation will 

demonstrate, an attention to the “smallest details” of George Eliot’s fictions will show their 

conformation to the larger pattern of Christian—and specifically English—mythology.24   

 

The Doctrine of Election as the Ideology of Blame and Shame: Feuerbach 

 The dogma that George Eliot found most pernicious was the doctrine of election, which 

her translation of Ludwig Feuerbach’s The Essence of Christianity defined as “the divine will, 

which . . . out of groundless, absolute arbitrariness, out of divine caprice, as it were, determines 

or predestines some to evil and misery, others to good and happiness” (155).25 The importance of 
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Feuerbach to Eliot’s thought has been well documented, as she herself acknowledged to Sara 

Hennell: “With the ideas of Feuerbach I everywhere agree” (GEL 2.153).26 As Marian Evans 

writing for the Westminster Review, she wrote two scathing critiques of the effects of this 

doctrine upon evangelical teaching and character, in 1855 taking to task the writings of a popular 

evangelical teacher, Dr. John Cummings, and in 1857 the poetry of Edward Young, the author of 

a very popular devotional book, Night Thoughts.27 Her objections to both are the same objections 

that she found in her translation of Ludwig Feuerbach’s The Essence of Christianity (1854), 

which helped to codify for Evans her understanding of the role of ideology in the perpetuation of 

religious dogma, and the role of ethics in attempts to control behavior. In particular, Feuerbach 

clarified the role of shame in the perpetuation of dogma and ideological bondage, giving Evans a 

level of understanding and theoretical sophistication that anticipated Nietzsche, and the twentieth 

century theorizing of Freud, Jung, Lévi-Strauss, and Jameson.  

 Feuerbach explained the connection between shame and blame that Eliot would employ 

so fruitfully in her fiction: 

For a limitation which I know to be merely mine humiliates, shames, and perturbs 

me. Hence to free myself from this feeling of shame, from this state of 

dissatisfaction, I convert the limits of my individuality into the limits of human 

nature in general. What is incomprehensible to me is incomprehensible to others; 

why should I trouble myself further? It is no fault of mine; my understanding is 

not to blame, but the understanding of the race. (Feuerbach 6) 

In other words, I avoid acknowledging or embracing a wider range of behavior or morality than I 

myself am capable of distinguishing and practicing, because that would shame me: so I instead 

project my own limitations onto the rest of humanity and make that the standard. This has an 
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apparent application in the egoism that judges others according to one’s own moral standard. 

Evans would later personify this tendency in her essay, “The Natural History of German Life” 

(Westminster Review, July 1856), as the “social Philister (Philistine): 

an epithet for which we have no equivalent, not at all, however, for want of the 

object it represents…We imagine the Philister as the personification of the spirit 

which judges everything from a lower point of view than the subject demands—

which judges the affairs of the parish from the egoistic or purely personal point of 

view—which judges the affairs of the nation from the parochial point of view, and 

does not hesitate to measure the merits of the universe from the human point of 

view. (Eliot Selected Essays 137) 

While the humor in this presentation of the genesis of blame is patent, the egoism behind it had 

much more pernicious (and ominous) effects, as Eliot discovered in her study of ecclesiastical 

history: at its most extreme, it led to schisms, disputes, and the martyrdom of heretics during the 

Inquisition.28  

 Feuerbach identified this tendency to blame as the essence of what he called faith: the 

disposition to judge, to distinguish between “right or genuine, and wrong or false faith; or in 

general, of belief and unbelief,” and thus to divide humankind into two groups: believers and 

unbelievers (Feuerbach 203). Feuerbach tied this disposition to a concern for one’s own honor, 

disguised as a desire for God’s honor: 

Faith gives man a peculiar sense of his own dignity and importance. The believer 

finds himself distinguished above other men, exalted above the natural man; he 

knows himself to be a person of distinction, in the possession of peculiar 

privileges: believers are aristocrats, unbelievers plebeians. God is this distinction 



! ! )*++! L^!

between and pre-eminence of believers above believers, personified. (Feuerbach 

205 my emphasis)29 

However, the believer’s “pre-eminence” is “not the result of his activity, but a matter of grace; he 

has been made pre-eminent; he can do nothing toward it himself” (Feuerbach 205-6). This 

passivity leads, Feuerbach argued, to a “humility” that is really “an inverted arrogance”: since 

the believer can not seek or assert his own eminence, he will assert God’s instead: “the servant 

feels himself honoured in the dignity of his master . . . his own desire of honour is satisfied in the 

honour of his Lord” (Feuerbach 205).  

 This doctrine of grace, of election, of predestination (all three are related) is a “malignant 

principle” that includes a logical contradiction. God loves the righteous, but “hates and curses 

sinners, and excludes them from his grace” (Feuerbach 41, emphasis original). The believer is 

entirely passive and cannot do anything to earn God’s favor; yet, 

 to believe is synonymous with goodness; not to believe, with wickedness. Faith, 

narrow and prejudiced [,] refers all unbelief to the moral disposition. In its view 

the unbeliever is an enemy to Christ out of obduracy, out of wickedness . . . 

[Thus] the unbeliever is accursed, rejected of God and abjured by men: for what 

God rejects man must not receive, must not indulge;--that would be a criticism of 

the divine judgment. (Feuerbach 207-8)30 

But the entire endeavor of religion is tautological, according to Feuerbach, because God is 

merely a projection of humankind’s own values, is an abstraction that 

 expresses a judgment,---and affirmative and a negative one at the same time, 

praise and blame. What a man praises and approves, that is God to him; what he 

blames, condemns, is the non-divine. Religion is a judgment. The most essential 
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condition in religion—in the idea of the divine being—is accordingly the 

discrimination of the praiseworthy from the blameworthy. (Feuerbach 82)  

It would seem, then, that faith as Feuerbach defines it is self-sustaining, self-justifying; as 

Jameson wrote, summarizing Nietzsche’s thought: “it is ethics itself which is the ideological 

vehicle and the legitimation of concrete structures of power and domination” (Jameson 114).   

 

Spinoza as Egyptian Sorcerer: or, George Eliot and Zombies! 

 According to Marian Evans’s essay on Mackay, the old dogma of election and its related 

idola theatri were as “spells that have lost their virtue”: trying to “retain the spirit along with the 

forms of the past [was] as futile as the embalming of the dead body in the hope that it may one 

day be resumed by the living soul” (Selected Essays 269). This is an interesting metaphor that 

suggests the burial practices of the Egyptians, who embalmed their dead; it also suggests a 

magician or sorcerer who, in the attempt to resurrect them, failed to impart the living soul. Thus, 

these dogmas could be thought of as creating mummies or zombies rather than humans. This 

image suggests the opening passage of Adam Bede:  

With a single drop of ink for a mirror, the Egyptian sorcerer undertakes to reveal 

to any chance comer far-reaching visions of the past. This is what I undertake to 

do for you, reader. With this drop of ink at the end of my pen, I will show you the 

roomy workshop of Mr. Jonathan Burge, carpenter and builder, in the village of 

Hayslope, as it appeared on the eighteenth of June, in the year of our Lord 1799. 

The metaphor suggests that the narrator is the sorcerer of the Mackay essay, and the pen with its 

ink is the spell that will create, either zombies, or living souls. The question, then, is what spell 
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will the sorcerer be using? If the old dogmas of the past, can only create a zombie, what new 

spell will create a new body to house the living soul? 31  Again quoting the Mackay essay: 

The master key to this revelation, is the recognition of the presence of undeviating 

law in the material and moral world—of that invariability of sequence which is 

acknowledged to be the basis of physical science, but which is still perversely 

ignored in our social organization, our ethics and our religion . . . The divine yea 

and nay, the seal of prohibition and sanction, are effectually impressed upon 

human deeds and aspirations, not by means of Greek and Hebrew, but by that 

inexorable law of consequences. (Selected Essays 271).  

Eliot was first exposed to thoughts about the law of consequences early 1842, by reading Charles 

Bray’s The Philosophy of Necessity, a popularized version of Spinoza’s thought. She would 

eventually translate parts of Spinoza’s Tractatus Theologico-Politicus in 1849, and his Ethics 

(completed 1856), in which his metaphysics of necessity is elucidated at length, along with his 

application of necessity to the psychological laws that govern the mind and relationships. George 

Eliot was to use ideas from Spinoza’s Ethics (as well as some of his letters) to explain the 

motivations of her characters, especially in Adam Bede and The Mill on the Floss. Eliot worked 

from a Spinozist view of the unconscious, in which things that are unspeakably shameful are 

unconscious. The moral growth of her characters comes in from gaining a clear idea of their 

motivations, and in overcoming repressed shame.  

 

Synopsis of Chapter One: The Shaming of Mary Ann Evans 

 In the Mackay essay, Marian Evans had identified two impediments to overturning the 

influence of dogmas in English culture. The first was that these dogmas are “allied with men’s 
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better sentiments.” These “better sentiments” included filial affection, and a sense of moral duty, 

often inculcated through the use of shame. The tragedy of life, as she explained in her essay on 

the Antigone (Leader 29 March 1856), is that often “two principles, both having their validity, 

are at war with each other” (Selected Essays 364, my emphasis). Therefore, “whenever the 

strength of a [person’s] intellect, or moral sense, or affection” comes in conflict with another 

valid principle—one that Evans identifies is often an external “established law”—“such a 

[person] must not only dare to be right, [s]he must also dare to be wrong—to shake faith, to 

wound friendship, perhaps, to hem in his[/her] own powers” (Selected Essays 366). Here Eliot 

demonstrates that her greatest fear is that daring to be “right” she will also be “wrong”—and that 

the consequences of that wrong include disturbing relationships and feelings, sometimes in a 

cataclysmic fashion. Notice that Eliot’s options include not only wounding (and perhaps 

breaking) relationship, but also the possibility of “hemming in” one’s own “powers” in order to 

preserve relationship.  Eliot’s “Holy War” with her father comes to mind, as does Maggie’s 

Tulliver’s struggle with her family’s definition of duty.  

 Chapter One addresses some of these concerns in the life Mary Ann Evans, and is thus a 

combination of biography and intellectual history, from her childhood through the time she 

began to write fiction as George Eliot. As Evans knew, “Men’s better sentiments” were formed 

through a wide range of social praxis, from childhood education, to family structure and 

communication of values, to the emotional connections with the Church wrought into the earliest 

fibers of one’s memory. Moreover, these sentiments were tied to ethics, that “informing ideology 

of the binary opposition . . . between good and evil” (Jameson 114). Marian Evans was well 

aware of the ideological power of dogma and ethics to rule the sentiments and to hedge behavior 

in interpretive double binds. She had experienced it in her own life, and her struggle to free 
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herself from those double binds motivated her early religious fervor as well as her imaginative 

life; it would also motivate her eventual loss of faith, her embrace of the higher criticism, and her 

life-long study of comparative religion and mythology.32  

 I first examine the educational and disciplinary practices of blame and shame that were 

common in the era of Eliot’s childhood, based upon John Locke’s writings about shame in Some 

Thoughts Concerning Education, and discuss evidence that they were common praxis in the 

Evans home. Second, I read a children’s book that had great significance for Mary Ann: The 

Linnet’s Life, a conduct book given to her by her father when she was four, that I argue shaped 

her ideas of what her family expected from her. Third, I describe the effect of her religious 

upbringing upon her emotional life and spiritual life, especially the dogma of election and her 

fear of hell (which she called the “Giant’s Bed” of dogma). Then, after her de-conversion, I 

describe the rejection she experienced from her family and some of her friends, and the 

emotional support she received from reading Rousseau’s Confessions, and the works of another 

writer, J.A. Froude, who also experienced very painful rejection after expressing his doubts in 

the form of a novel, The Nemesis of Faith. What all of these influences have in common was 

their emphasis on the emotion of shame at the core of definitions of duty and of desire, and 

shame’s ideological power to rule the sentiments and to hedge behavior in interpretive double 

binds.  

 

Synopsis of Chapter Two: Scenes of Clerical Life  

 In the essay on Mackay, Marian Evans identified the second impediment to overturning 

the dogma of election: the hegemonic power invested in the Church and in existing political and 

social structures. In England, reaction to the French Revolution had entrenched this dogma even 
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more firmly in the English mind and in its religious and political structures. The French 

Revolution was a pivot-point of history for many Victorians because it was an attempt at a 

complete overthrow of the previous European social, political, and religious/moral order. In this 

sense, it was as cataclysmic an event as the Deluge or the Babylonian exile in Hebrew 

mythology, the Trojan War in Greek mythology, or the Second Coming in Christian mythology. 

It was thus destined to be mythologized, and it generated as much exegetical commentary and 

apocalyptic fervor as any previous myth.33 Moreover, the reaction to the Revolution became a 

rallying point for definitions of English national identity: Protestant rather than Catholic, English 

as opposed to French, anything French or related to France became the focus of twinned anxiety: 

the Catholic Church as the antichrist, and revolutionary sympathies as treason. The Terror in 

particular had raised all sorts of apocalyptic fears in England. The causes and effects of the 

Revolution were debated in poetry and drama, in periodicals and pamphlets, in essays and 

novels, in diaries and letters and over the dinner table (and that exegetical and interpretive effort 

continues still). Did the Revolution succeed or fail as a harbinger of a new world order? Would it 

finally usher in the millennial age? Or rather, was the Terror the inevitable result of human 

hubris of the type demonstrated by Satan in Paradise Lost? Would similar hubris bring judgment 

upon England if the Revolution’s principles were embraced there? 34 

 In contrast to the apocalyptic fear in England, the idea of the Revolution on the continent 

(and especially in France) was couched in terms of recovering the true nature of the gospel of 

Christ and his social vision of freedom and democracy, from centuries of oppression by the 

Catholic Church and the institution of the Monarchy. Critics argued that both of these institutions 

derived their authority from the twin doctrines of election and divine right.35 The French 

philosophes had advocated a wholesale rejection of religion because of it, but after the Terror, 
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many French theorists argued that a different type of religion was needed instead. The Religion 

of Humanity to which Mary Ann Evans was introduced through the Rosehill circle was one such 

expression of that desire for a secular religion; another was the prophetic mythos of the Eternal 

Evangel that she encountered through the writings of George Sand. Through the influence of the 

Rosehill circle, Mary Ann Evans became a passionate advocate of reform, at least in principle; in 

practice, her feelings about it were conflicted, mainly because they were cathected through her 

relationship with her father, who was a Conservative strongly influenced by the apocalyptic 

rhetoric surrounding the Revolution in England.  

 Chapter Two analyses this ideological struggle over the meaning of the French 

Revolution as the historical and cultural background that Eliot deploys in Scenes of Clerical Life. 

George Eliot set these stories in England during the period from the eve of the French 

Revolution, through the Napoleonic Wars, to the time of the First Reform Bill (the period of time 

in which the disposition and opinions of Eliot’s father Robert Evans were formed). In each story, 

Eliot ties the fortune of its clerical protagonist to the community’s treatment of a person who 

they falsely blame and revile because of her perceived otherness. Eliot deconstructs the process 

of blame to reveal its ideological and psychological underpinnings; in part, I suggest, by re-

deploying symbols and conventions of the mythology of the French Revolution in a semi-

allegorical fashion.36  

 In “Mr. Gilfil’s Love Story,” Eliot sets the story during in England on the eve of the 

French Revolution, and likens the family structure to the relation of the three estates in France. 

The ward of the family, the Italian orphan Caterina Sarti, represents the third estate. I argue that 

Eliot shapes Caterina’s character and plot in contradistinction to the English mythology of the 

French Revolution, especially to its popular representations by Carlyle (The History of the 
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French Revolution) and Dickens (Little Dorrit). In “Amos Barton,” the name Amos suggests the 

Old Testament prophet Amos, who denounced Israel for their idolatry and their unjust social 

practices, and announced their impending destruction as a judgment from God. Barton means the 

demense of a Lord or a King; together the names suggest the role of the Church of England in 

the prophetic narrative of the church. Milly Barton’s name suggests the belief in a millennial 

kingdom, a possibility for the English Church that her death removes. However, her death is not 

caused by the Bartons’s embrace of the Countess Czerlaski (a symbol for France and the Roman 

Catholic Church by way of Poland), but rather by the vicious judgment and blame of the church 

community that shun both the Countess and the Bartons, and withholds the needful support that 

would have prevented Milly’s death. “Janet’s Repentance” explores this vicious dogmatic 

attitude through its personification as the Lawyer Dempster, whose last name means “pronouncer 

of doom.” Dempster’s partisan rhetoric divides the community by causing a schism between the 

adherents of the Anglican Church and the adherents of Mr. Tryan, an Evangelical preacher who 

has moved to the community to work with the poor. Dempster’s wife, Janet, herself a victim of 

vicious abuse of her husband, is driven to alcoholism in her misery, and it is the sympathetic, 

Christ-like ministrations of Mr. Tryan that set her free from both her alcoholism and her 

resentment. In each of these stories, the English Mythology of the Revolution underscores each 

tale with one scorching truth: the Other is the Enemy that must be shunned, patronized (and thus 

controlled), or persecuted.   

 

Synopsis of Chapter Three: Adam Bede 

 Scenes of Clerical Life, then, was an experimental forerunner of the method that George 

Eliot would adopt in the rest of her fictions: that of structuring her fiction semi-allegorically 
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according to a framework that utilized a specifically English mythology. In Adam Bede and The 

Mill on the Floss, that mythology comes from the book of Genesis, in the period between the 

murder of Abel by his brother Cain, and the Flood.37 The story of Cain and Abel was a sort of 

master narrative in English culture, and the foundation of the doctrine of election as it was 

subsequently developed by St. Paul, by St. Augustine, and by Calvin. The story of Cain and Abel 

appeared in all sorts of literature and art in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, and was also 

the site of political critiques of the doctrine of election and its concomitant doctrine, divine right.  

 Chapter Three explores the dilemma of the character Adam Bede, who is one of the sons 

of God but is tempted to marry one of the daughters of men, Hetty Sorrel. In the mythological 

plot, he should eschew Hetty because she is wicked and will corrupt him, and marry another one 

of the elect, like Dinah Morris. However, Eliot structures Adam’s psyche according to a 

Spinozan idea of the unconscious, so that Adam’s repressed murderous desires are much like 

Hetty’s: it is only through a radical identification with Hetty in her shameful “wicked[ness]” that 

Adam is able to acknowledge his own repressed, shameful motivations; and it is only through 

forgiving Hetty that Adam is able to forgive himself, and develop the compassion for sinners that 

Dinah Morris displays.  

  

Synopsis of Chapter Four: The Mill on the Floss 

 Similarly, chapter four of this dissertation analyzes The Mill on the Floss, which explores 

the dynamics of what happens once there has been an intermarriage between the descendents of 

Cain and the descendents of Seth. In this plot, the Tulliver family are the wicked, the Dodson 

family are the elect, and Maggie and Tom are the monstrous offspring of the misalliance that will 

bring down the judgment of God in a flood. Once again, Eliot uses Spinozan psychodynamics to 
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explore the effects of shame, especially the idea that the Dodsons are the elect, upon the psyches 

of Mr. and Mrs. Tulliver, and Maggie and Tom.  

 

Synopsis of Chapter Five: Silas Marner 

 Chapter Five of the dissertation argues that Silas Marner is a transitional text between 

The Mill on the Floss and Romola. I argue that Eliot uses a particular apocalyptic framework to 

structure the plot of Silas Marner, known as Bede’s Six Ages of the World. The six ages 

encompassed all of history from the time of Christ to the Apocalypse, and like other “allegorical 

master narratives,” was “a vast interpretive allegory in which a sequence of historical events or 

texts and artifacts is rewritten in terms of some deeper, underlying, and more ‘fundamental’ 

narrative” (Jameson 28).38  Such master narratives are “grounded in the conception of history as 

God’s book, which we may study and gloss for signs and traces of the prophetic message the 

Author is supposed to have inscribed within it” (Jameson 29). Bede’s interest in measuring time 

led him to create calendars and tables and a chronology of the world that was very influential for 

centuries afterward. He set English history in the context of the larger providential and prophetic 

history of the church, and was thus an ideal framework for Eliot’s purpose.39  

 The First Age of the World stretched from Adam to the Flood; the Second from Noah to 

Abraham; the Third from Abraham to David; the Fourth from David to the Exile; the Fifth, from 

the Exile to the coming of the Christ. The Sixth Age, the present age, encompassed all of history 

from the time of Christ to the Apocalypse. Whether the end of the Sixth Age brought the final 

judgment, the millennium, or a new secular age of freedom—the Religion of Humanity—

depended upon one’s religious (and political) views. What Bede’s framework had in common 
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with the secular Religion of Humanity, however, was the theory that the spiritual development of 

the individual followed the same stages as the development of humankind in general. 

  Adam Bede and The Mill on the Floss had been set in Age One. Silas Marner covers 

Ages Two through Six, in what I will call a redemption Narrative. Eliot is attempting to show 

that the doctrine of election works both ways: for the damned, it is a shame narrative: for the 

elect, it is a redemption narrative: but either way, the narrative is about God and His glory, not 

about subject of the stories. As in Eliot’s other early novels, the legendary material shapes the 

plot, but Eliot also details the Spinozan dynamics of shame that propel Silas and Godfrey 

through their history. Silas’s psychological journey is structured upon Spinozan principles, and 

deals with Silas’s affective life, his shame in Lantern Yard, and his vindication in Ravloe.  

 Eliot writes that the moral of the story, insofar as there is one, is about “the remedial 

influences of pure, natural human relations” (GEL 3.382-3). What Eliot means by “pure” 

relations, we will see, is human relations not motivated by shame or other Spinozan passions 

such as fear, greed, love of control, or unconscious commitments; and by “natural” human 

relations, I suggest that Eliot means relations not controlled or dictated by ideological roles. Thus 

the relationship between Silas and Eppie, motivated by sympathy and love, constituted by mutual 

choice, is a human relation “of pure peace and joy”: much more pure and natural than Godfrey’s 

supposed “natural claim on her that must stand before every other” (SM 138, 164). Silas’s 

“regeneration through feeling” represents, among other things, the Feuerbachean journey from 

the Old Testament ideology of election, blame and shame to the “Essence of Christianity,” that 

is, love—a love based upon choice and affinity rather than hereditary ties and conditions 

(Knoepflamacher 230). 
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Theoretical Perspectives 

 Here I claim Jameson’s injunction to “Always Historicize!” (9). George Eliot engaged in 

a “critical and interpretive task” similar to Frederick Jameson’s in The Political Unconcious 

(1981): “to restructure the problematics of ideology, of the unconscious and of desire . . . around 

the all-informing process of narrative” (Jameson 13, emphasis original). While Jameson argued 

for the “political interpretation of literary texts…[as] the absolute horizon of all reading and all 

interpretation,” George Eliot’s primary concern was ethical (17, my emphasis). However, 

George Eliot’s ethical vision not merely “a realm . . . in which the individual subject seeks 

refuge, in pursuit of a purely individual, a merely psychological, project of salvation” (Jameson 

20). Her political vision follows Spinoza’s Tractatus Theologico-Politicus in believing in 

inalienable natural right, while at the same time struggling to find political and religious 

structures that contribute to social stability and individual freedom. Evans’s efforts could be 

described in the same language Jameson uses to valorize Marxism, “the collective struggle to 

wrest a realm of Freedom from a realm of Necessity” (Jameson 19). Her struggle, however, is a 

Spinozan struggle. Her Freedom is a Spinozan freedom, a psychological or affective freedom, 

and ultimately a freedom of affiliation; just as her Necessity is a Spinozan web of individuals 

connected by “hereditary ties and conditions,” valorized by hegemonic narrative structures. 

However, George Eliot’s critique of the narrative ideological structures that constrained the 

choices of her protagonists demonstrates her awareness that “there is nothing that is not social 

and historical” (Jameson 20). Her attempts to perform “experiments in life,” to situate her 

characters in a variety of locales, historic events, and cultural milieus, and within a web of 

causality that includes hegemonic narrative structures, argues against such a purely individual 

salvation. In this dissertation, I situate her efforts as a tactical resistance to power; I leave the 
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reader to judge whether George Eliot’s efforts at demystifying certain ideological structures was 

merely a “philosophy of history of a heroic bourgeoisie,” or something more valuable (Jameson 

18).  

A Note on my Usage of George Eliot’s Many Names 

 George Eliot was adamant about each name change, especially the shift to Marian Lewes 

during her lifetime partnership with George Henry Lewes. I will therefore refer to her by the 

name that she preferred to be called, in whatever period of her life I am addressing: Mary Ann 

Evans until she moved to London after her father’s death; Marian Evans as the London 

intellectual during her time at the Westminster Review until she eloped with George Henry 

Lewes; Marian Lewes in reference to her personal life and relationships after her elopement; 

George Eliot in reference to her fiction; and Mary Ann Cross after her marriage to John Cross. I 

will point out any deviation from this practice and explain it in the footnotes. Any awkwardness 

this procedure introduces is, I think, necessary, and even useful, since it indicates her stage of 

mental development at each point in my analysis.  

  
 
Abbreviations (Used in in-line citations): 
 
GEL   George Eliot Letters, 8 vols. By Gordan Haight.  
GE  George Eliot, A Life. By Gordon Haight. 
Scenes  Scenes of Clerical Life  
AB  Adam Bede 
MF  The Mill on the Floss 
SM  Silas Marner 
ROM  Romola 
FH  Felix Holt, The Radical 
MM  Middlemarch 
DD  Daniel Deronda 
TS  Impressions of Theophrastus Such   
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 In George Eliot’s first full-length novel, Adam Bede, when Adam discovers that his 

betrothed, Hetty Sorrel, has run away from Hayslope, he suffers the tortures of jealousy and 

suspicion toward Arthur Donnithorne, heir to the estate upon which both Hetty and Adam live.  

Eliot writes of Adam’s need at that moment to blame someone for the catastrophe: “He couldn't 

bear to blame [Hetty]: she never meant to cause him this dreadful pain. The blame lay with that 

man who had selfishly played with her heart” (AB 444; emphasis mine). As the crisis deepens, 

and it becomes apparent that Hetty has been intimate with Arthur and then abandoned her 

illegitimate newborn child to death by exposure, Adam’s need to blame becomes urgent.  

It's his doing . . . if there's been any crime, it's at his door, not at hers. He taught 

her to deceive— he deceived me first. Let 'em put him on his trial—let him stand 

in court beside her, and I'll tell 'em how he got hold of her heart, and 'ticed her t' 

evil, and then lied to me . . . Is he to go free, while they lay all the punishment on 

her. ... so weak and young?  (AB 456; emphasis original).  

Readers and critics alike have identified with Adam, who—wild with rage and desperation—

wants to wreak vengeance upon Arthur.  Moreover, Adam’s impulse is to publish Arthur’s sin 

far and wide, and he appeals to the justice of the case: “It's right they should know it was a fine 

gentleman made love to her, and turned her head wi' notions . . . . I hold him the guiltiest before 

God, let her ha' done what she may. If you spare him, I'll expose him!" (AB 459).  Rev. Irwine 

acknowledges the justice of these feelings, but in a move that infuriates many readers and critics, 

Irwine pleads for mercy for Arthur. "I think your demand is just, Adam . . . but when you are 

calmer, you will judge Arthur more mercifully.  I say nothing now, only that his punishment is in 
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other hands than ours" (AB 459). And later, in the face of Adam’s increasingly strident calls to 

punish Arthur, Irwine replies, “It is not for us men to apportion the shares of moral guilt and 

retribution” (AB 468).   

 We tend to dismiss the content of Rev. Irwine’s response as a mere subterfuge for his 

(and perhaps Eliot’s) desire to excuse Arthur because of class and gender privilege. While 

criticism that draws attention to the hegemonic power structures encoded in Victorian novels is 

crucial, such critics sometimes overlook an important fact in the interpretation of the book: to 

many of Eliot’s readers, it was by no means self-evident that it was not their responsibility to 

blame others, to “apportion the shares of moral guilt and retribution.” George Eliot’s novels were 

in fact part of a cultural intervention that was as difficult as it was profound: to shift the ground 

of morality from revealed truth expressed in judgment to the much more ambiguous positivist 

ground in which “we sympathize with individual suffering and individual joy” (GEL 2.403). As 

she famously wrote to her publisher John Blackwood, her goal in writing fiction was “to call 

forth [the reader’s] tolerant judgment, pity, and sympathy” rather than condemnation (GE Haight 

56).  

 In order to make that case, Eliot populated her early novels with hypothetical readers that 

seek to make moral judgments about the characters (and/or the narrator). In a famous passage 

from Adam Bede, a hypothetical “lady reader” insists that the narrator make his characters 

morally unambiguous: “Let your most faulty characters always be on the wrong side, and your 

virtuous ones on the right. Then we shall see at a glance whom we are to condemn, and whom 

we are to approve” (AB 221-22). Not only does this hypothetical reader insist that moral 

judgments should be obvious, she implies that writing characters that defy simple moral 

categorization is morally blamable. Eliot wrote this suppositious attack on herself in order to 
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refute the charge and to defend her aesthetic choices, which are profoundly moral in intent. In 

another instance, found in her first book Scenes of Clerical Life, the narrator chastises a 

hypothetical “mere onlooker” (presumably the reader) for “possessing a great deal of that facile 

psychology which prejudges individuals by means of formulae, and casts them, without further 

trouble, into duly lettered pigeon-holes” (Scenes 309). Another such reader in The Mill on the 

Floss is one of those who “are guided in their moral judgments solely by general rules, thinking 

that these will lead them to justice” (MF 403). In each instance, Eliot constructs the reader so 

that “the act of classification becomes a form of moral turpitude from which both characters and 

readers need to be rescued” (Carroll, “Scenes” 58; emphasis mine).   

 This morally deficient “act of classification” is referred to variously in Eliot’s fiction, but 

the word she uses most often to describe it is blame. The word blame comes from the same root 

as blaspheme, and literally means “to speak evil of” (Ayot, “blame”). Thus, blame (which Eliot 

sometimes refers to as evil-speaking) is a verbal, public act, as is reproach, which literally means 

“bringing somebody face to face with something for which they should be blamed”) (Ayot, 

“reproach”). Blame is a major trope in all of Eliot’s novels (in all the quotes that follow in this 

paragraph, any emphasis is mine unless otherwise noted). For example, in Scenes of Clerical 

Life, the narrator warns us that those persons whom “we visit with our harsh blame” might not be 

so blamable if all the extenuating circumstances were known. Notice that Eliot uses the word 

“we” to implicate the reader in the practice of judging others, since while “we are coldly 

discussing a man’s career, sneering at his mistakes, blaming his rashness, and labeling his 

opinions . . . that man, in his solitude, is perhaps shedding hot tears” (Scenes 244, 312). In Eliot’s 

novels, characters such as Mr. Tryan, the evangelical minister who suffers from “an acute 

sensibility to blame,” long for that “deep-sighted sympathy which is wiser than all blame, more 
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potent than all reproof” (Scenes 344). Mr. Tryan’s sympathy rescues Janet Dempster, another 

character who experiences “nothing but blame - blame – blame” from her neighbors in Milby, 

including her mother-in-law, who has a “disposition to lay the blame” on Janet for the problems 

between husband and wife (Scenes 338, 296).40  In Adam Bede, Hetty thinks in her distress of 

going to Dinah, whom she could not imagine “turning away from her in dark reproof or scorn . . 

. [or] speaking ill of her ” (AB 427). In The Mill on the Floss, Tom’s “natural inclination to 

blame” precipitates a moral crisis in Maggie, who “hate[s] blame” because “she had been blamed 

all her life.” In Felix Holt, Mr. Lyon has “much puerile blame cast upon” him for preaching 

about politics in the pulpit, and he warns Felix Holt against the tendency to blame others, since 

Felix has a “mind that is too ready at contempt and reprobation” (FH 93). In Silas Marner, 

Silas’s church falsely blames him for a theft, and drawing of lots seems to blame him as well, 

setting up the moral crisis of the story. In Middlemarch, the question of who is truly 

“blameworthy” becomes a crux of the plot (MM 411). In Daniel Deronda, Daniel is described as 

being “rigid in principle and tender in blame” (DD 612). Likewise, although Gwendolen had 

“been accustomed to think herself blameless,” Daniel stirs in Gwendolen a “current of that self-

suspicion and self-blame which awakens a new consciousness” (DD 265, 368). And of course, at 

the end of Adam Bede, Adam learns to repent of the “self-confident blame” that characterizes his 

dealings with others (AB 531). 

 As can be seen from these brief examples, Eliot’s treatment of blame in the novels works 

to distinguish three groups of people: those who are blamed by others and suffer as a result; 

those who do the blaming, often unjustly; and those that extend sympathy to the blamed to bring 

them back into the community. The interactions between these three groups of people form the 

emotional and moral crux of each novel. In fact, blame functions in Eliot’s novels on three 
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levels: the level of assertion (what the texts claim to be about, including philosophical and 

religious subtexts); in the narrative arc (how blame functions in the plot); and as a self-

performing trope (how Eliot’s writing was in itself an attempt to deflect blame). In fact, although 

many critics focus on Eliot’s doctrine of sympathy, in Eliot’s novels blame and its effects is the 

overriding concern.  

 In an attempt to explain Eliot’s investment in the way her readers made moral judgments, 

her many critics and biographers have minutely explored the influences upon Eliot’s moral 

philosophy as she expressed it in her letters, essays, and novels. Early critics like John Crombie 

Brown (The Ethics of George Eliot 1884) examined her novels and argued for the essentially 

Christian foundation of her moral philosophy. In contrast, her biographers have tended to 

emphasize the influence of the Rosehill circle, especially Charles Bray’s philosophy of 

necessity.41  Other critics cite the positivist influence through the theories of Augustus Comte, or 

the humanist philosophies of Benedict Spinoza and Ludwig Feuerbach. Some, like Felicia 

Bonaparte, trace the influence of Aristotle and the Greek tragedy; most recently, Avrom 

Fleishman has argued for the strong influence of John Stuart Mill upon her thinking. However, in 

this first section, I want to argue that the bent of George Eliot’s moral philosophy was 

established much earlier—in fact in her girlhood—by the parenting strategies her family adopted 

for her moral education, and by her childhood reading, especially the first book she remembers 

reading, The Linnet’s Life. My argument in this section is that Eliot’s preoccupation in her later 

writing with the dynamics of blame and shame stems from these early childhood influences.  

The Discourse of Praise and Blame  

 While today’s parents tend to focus on the intellectual and social education of their 

children, in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries the main job of the parent was to educate the 
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child morally and spiritually. Before the Enlightenment, children were mainly regarded as 

sinners in need of salvation—especially since children often did not survive childhood—and thus 

parents needed to spiritually prepare their children for death.  In the seventeenth and eighteenth 

century, this view of the nature of the child was changing in England, due mainly to John 

Locke’s view of the child as a blank slate needing careful education. Margaret Ezell describes 

the shift this way: “Education was thus principally concerned with morality, but with a different 

emphasis from Milton’s scheme in ‘Of Education,’ where the end of learning [was] ‘to repair the 

ruins of our first parents by regaining to know God aright, and out of that knowledge to love 

him.’ Instead, Locke’s [was] a social morality producing ‘vertuous, useful, and able Men in their 

distinct Callings’” (Ezell 141-2). Ezell points out that this difference has “obvious importance to 

the narrative patterns of the early novel” (140).   

 Just how does this difference affect the narrative patterns of the novel? It does so by 

affecting how blame is apportioned. The eighteenth century was a hotbed of philosophical debate 

about the nature of humankind: one way to frame the question being debated is to ask, who is to 

blame when humans behave badly? The novel as a genre developed in the course of debates 

about the answer to this question. If humans are innately evil, then of course the sinful are 

blamable, and need redemption, although the Devil also comes in for his share of the blame; thus 

one precursor to the novel are tracts, confessions, and cautionary tales. If humans are innately 

good (that is, while in a state of nature), then society is blamable contrasted to the noble, 

innocent soul; this brings rise to travel narratives, the noble savage narrative, the picaresque, and 

the sentimental novel. But if humans are born as blank slates, then narratives would develop 

about the education of the man or woman (either literally in a school setting, or in the home, or 

more broadly in society), and how they respond to that education. Thus the realist novel was 
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born. The realist novel both responded to and entered into the debate about the nature of man and 

the function of blame in society. 

 In England, John Locke’s view of the human mind as a tabula rasa was by far the most 

influential view. Locke’s writings were continually in print in England in the late eighteenth and 

early nineteenth centuries; indeed, “one could argue that Locke was one of the most important 

influences in changing attitudes toward childhood and child-rearing practices in the eighteenth 

century” (Ezell 154-55). In Some Thoughts Concerning Education (1693), Locke wrote about the 

education of children’s moral sense in a passage that is worth quoting here at length, because it 

demonstrates the dynamic of blame and shame that was prevalent in English culture [the usage 

and spelling have been modernized; any emphasis is Locke’s]: 

Right management of praise and blame  

 [ . . . ] Esteem and disgrace are, of all others, the most powerful incentives 

to the mind, when once it is brought to relish them. If you can once get into 

children a love of credit, and an apprehension of shame and disgrace, you have 

put into them the true principle, which will constantly work and incline them to 

the right . . .  

 First, children (earlier perhaps than we think) are very sensible of praise 

and commendation. They find a pleasure in being esteemed and valued, especially 

by their parents and those whom they depend on. If therefore the Father caress 

and commend them when they do well, show a cold and neglectful countenance to 

them upon doing ill, and this accompanied by a like carriage of the Mother and all 

others that are about them, it will, in a little time, make them sensible of the 

difference; and this, if constantly observed, I doubt not but will of itself work 



! ! )*++! O^!

more than threats or blows, which lose their force when once grown common, and 

are of no use when shame does not attend them . . .  

 But secondly, to make the sense of esteem or disgrace sink the deeper, and 

be of the more weight, other agreeable or disagreeable things should constantly 

accompany these different states; not as particular rewards and punishments of 

this or that particular action, but as necessarily belonging to, and constantly 

attending one, who by his carriage has brought himself into a state of disgrace or 

commendation.  By which way of treating them, children may as much as 

possible be brought to conceive, that those that are commended, and in esteem for 

doing well, will necessarily be beloved and cherished by every body, and have all 

other good things as a consequence of it; and on the other side, when any one by 

miscarriage falls into disesteem, and cares not to preserve his credit, he will 

unavoidably fall under neglect and contempt, and in that state, the want of 

whatever might satisfy or delight him will follow. . . If by these means you can 

come once to shame them out of their faults, (for besides that, I would willingly 

have no punishment) and make them in love with the pleasure of being well 

thought on, you may turn them as you please, and they will be in love with all the 

ways of virtue. (sections 56-59) 

In summary, Locke instructed parents that the “right management of praise and blame” was the 

most effective moral instruction for children. By “blame,” Locke meant verbal chastisement, but 

also that disobedient children should be treated coldly, that affection and approval should be 

withheld (along with all other “good things”) and contempt offered instead; that they should be 

neglected, rejected, and shunned by all those surrounding them, as punishment for wrongdoing 
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and as motivation for right behavior. He acknowledged that this treatment produces shame in the 

child, but assumed that “to shame them out of their faults” was a useful and wholesome effect.42    

 Unfortunately, Locke was mistaken about the effects of this kind of treatment upon 

children.43 They do not become “in love with all the ways of virtue;” instead, they become 

shame-driven, needing the constant approval of others: in fact, they develop what Mary Ann 

Evans decried as her “besetting sin”: “a desire insatiable for the esteem of my fellow-creatures. 

This seems the centre whence all my actions proceed . . . [it] is the [sin] of all others most 

destroying, as it is the fruitful parent of them all” (qtd. in Cross 24).44 However, Some Thoughts 

Concerning Education continued to be the most popular book on child rearing for at least a 

century after it was published in 1693.45 It went through five editions in the seventeenth century 

and through twenty-one more editions in English in the eighteenth century; it was translated into 

French, Dutch, Swedish, German, Italian, and in the 19th century, into Czech and Spanish (Axtell 

17). Margaret Ezell documents “the dissemination . . . of Locke’s ideas in a wide variety of 

[eighteenth-century] literature” and describes “both their impact on eighteenth-century readers 

and their widespread appeal,” concluding that “between the poetry and prose, praise and 

criticism, it would have been virtually impossible for a literate person to have been unaware of 

Locke’s theories on children” (147,149).   

 But the discourse of praise and blame had earlier roots; anyone educated in the classics 

would have been exposed to a formal rhetoric of praise and blame, called epideictic rhetoric, first 

delineated by Aristotle and taught in the public schools, or gymnasia. This discourse of praise 

(the encomium) and blame (the vituperation) was “widespread and conventional” in the Greco-

Roman world and was used to ascribe public honor and shame to individuals (Neyrey 10).46  In 

the Greco-Roman world, “honor and shame were pivotal values for authors such as Aristotle, 
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Cicero, and Quintillian;” in fact, the desire for honor “was thought to be the very quality which 

distinguished humans from animals” (Neyrey 7, 17). This rhetoric subsequently became part of 

the education of those trained in the classics. Since students educated in rhetorical forms “were 

being socialized in both the standard forms of praise and the value code of honor and shame 

which the rhetorical genres embodied,” it likewise follows that anyone in subsequent centuries 

who was educated in the classics also imbibed (or were at least exposed to) these values (Neyrey 

9).  Locke was so educated, and he in turn recommended Aristotle to his students, particularly 

the Nichomachean Ethics and the Rhetorik (Axtell 31 n3; 395-6; 403). Aristotle was still being 

studied in the Victorian era; George Henry Lewes included Aristotle in his The Biographical 

History of Philosophy, and his introduction to a new translation of Aristotle’s Nichomachean 

Ethics was still being reprinted in 1890 (see The Ethics of Aristotle).   

 For the majority of Victorians, ethics was the branch of philosophy that mattered most.  

There is no doubt that Victorians were strongly invested in matters of morality; the sheer number 

of words for blame and its synonyms in Victorian-era dictionaries suggests that Victorians were 

very busy blaming each other. The 1839 edition of the English dictionary that George Eliot 

owned defines blame as “to detract from the fame, character, reputation; to find fault with; to 

pass an unfavourable judgment upon; to rebuke, to chide, to censure, to reprimand, to reprehend” 

(Richardson, “Blame”).47  Here are some other verbs in that dictionary that refer to blame in their 

definitions: Asperse, Bash, Blemish, Condemn, Despise, Discommend, Improve (to censure, to 

impeach, to blame, to reprove), Precondemn, Rebuke, Reproach, Reprove, Shend, Threap, Twit. 

Other synonyms: Animadvert, Areson, Bescorn, Calumniate, Charge, Damn, Deride, Despise, 

Disapprobate, Disdain, Flear, Jeer, Revile, Scorn, Sneer, Traduce, Upbraid. Nouns referring to 

the state of being blamable or in disgrace include Contumely, Disgrace, Dishonour, Humiliation, 
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Ignominy, Infamy, Profligacy, and Shame. In contrast, and perhaps unsurprisingly, there are 

comparatively few synonyms for praise, and many of them are the simple negation of their polar 

opposites (Disreproach, for example).48 George Eliot’s favorite usages in her novels included the 

expression to find fault as well as adjective form faulty, the various forms of condemn, rebuke, 

reproach, reprove, mortify, humiliate, shame, and of course blame (including the variations of 

blame-worthy and its opposite, blameless). Since she was classically trained, and she also read 

Locke, she was no doubt aware of the classical rhetoric of praise and blame, and its importance 

in public morality.   

 For Mary Ann Evans, the discourse of “praise and blame” was not merely an intellectual 

exercise; she knew firsthand the company of the blamed. There is evidence that Mary Ann’s 

family employed this disciplinary style in raising her.49 The little that is known about Mary 

Ann’s mother argues that she resembled Mrs. Tulliver in personality, a mother “who both pulls 

you towards her and pushes you away” (Hughes 15). Mary Ann’s father Robert Evans was “the 

dominant figure of her first twenty years” (Wolff 26). She worshipped him; yet, despite John 

Cross’s attempts to romanticize the relationship, “there is no evidence that [her father] had a 

particular fondness” for her in return (Hughes 13). Rather, Robert Evans “was a proud and 

exacting individual, who, from all accounts, as his daughter got older, became more critical of 

her and begrudging in his notes of approval” (Adamson, “Emotional Rescue” n.p.).50  

 All accounts agree that Robert Evans was extremely conservative and exuded a “moral 

authority that made him a figure to be reckoned with” (Hughes 13). One of Eliot’s biographers, 

Kathyrn Hughes, relates a story that demonstrates the strength of Robert Evans’s moral 

authority: while he was on a coach trip, Evans held an obnoxious sailor under the seat for the 

remainder of the journey after a female passenger complained about his behavior (Hughes 13). 
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Yet, in applying this type of implacable discipline, Robert Evans was only acting as his family 

had before him. Hughes documents how the extended Evans family dealt with the sins of the 

black sheep of the family, Robert’s eldest brother (Eliot’s uncle George). Uncle George was 

“described by a writer at the turn of the century as a ‘generous good-hearted fellow,’ but the 

blighting and paralyzing temptation to strong drink fastened its cruel fangs on him in early 

manhood” (Adams 7). When George died, “the Evans clan [including Robert, Eliot’s father] 

turned its collective and implacable back on his young children” (Hughes 9). This pattern would 

be repeated in the next generation by Eliot’s brother Isaac, when he turned his back upon the 

eldest son of his and Eliot’s sister Chrissey Clarke in 1877.  Edward Jr. had just returned from 

America after an apparent scandal of some sort and attempted to contact the family (by this time 

both his parents were long dead and Isaac was the head of the extended family).  In a letter dated 

Dec. 20th 1877, Isaac wrote to Edward, “It will be out of the our power to receive you here- We 

wish you well but cannot renew your acquaintance. It would be painful to all to do so . . . . If you 

have any thing to communicate to me, I shall be glad to hear from you by letter only” (Isaac 

Evans, “Letter to Edward Clarke,” emphasis original).  

 With this kind of implacable familial discipline surrounding her, it was inevitable that 

Mary Ann’s turn would come to experience “what it was like to belong to a family which 

regularly excluded those of whom it did not approve” (Hughes 9).  In the famous “holy war” 

between Mary Ann and her family over her refusal to attend church services, Robert Evans 

reacted to her decision by threatening to give up the house and moving to a small cottage, 

leaving Mary Ann unsure whether or not she was meant to accompany him. When she wrote to 

her father trying to explain herself, she volunteered to go with him to the cottage “or anywhere 

else;” but she also indicated that she would leave him if he wished, and acknowledged that 
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cutting her off financially (and in his will) was “proper punishment for the pain I have most 

unintentionally given you.” A defensive tone crept into her words as she disclaimed any desire to 

“remain as an incubus or an unjust absorber of your hardly earned gains which might be better 

applied among my Brothers and Sisters with their children” (GEL 1.129).51 Despite her pleas and 

attempts to explain herself, Robert Evans remained implacable. Even though she had written to 

her father that “the prospect of contempt and rejection shall not make me swerve from my 

determination,” she eventually came to the point that she started attending church again (GEL 

1.129).  In such a family as hers, the “truth of feeling” was more important than “speculative 

truth” (GEL 1.162).52   

 Mary Ann’s brother Isaac also seems to have used this type of disciplinary approach 

toward his sister, and we see the results of his arbitrary and shaming treatment of her in her 

passionate—yet emotionally fraught—attachment to him. In The Mill on the Floss, George Eliot 

writes of Maggie’s fear of Tom’s disapproval: he “was the human being of whom she had been 

most afraid, from her childhood upwards: afraid with that fear which springs in us when we love 

one who is inexorable, unbending, unmodifiable . . . that we cannot endure to alienate from us” 

(483). Compare this passage to Eliot’s 1869 “Brother and Sister” sonnets, where she writes of 

the “fear, the love, the primal passionate store” in her infantine relationship with Isaac; she 

writes that these “shaping impulses” colored all her future life, and became her “root of piety” 

(V.3-4; VI.14).  Sonnets VII and VIII are especially clear in this regard, and depict exactly the 

dynamic that Locke recommended. For example, in sonnet VIII, Eliot describes what was 

evidently an episode from their youth: her neglect of a fishing line, and her “quivering fear” of 

her brother’s “nearer and angrier…cry” as he returned from getting more bait (VIII: 3, 2). Yet, 

miraculously, Eliot is saved from the painful consequences of her own mistake: she catches a 
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fish, and her “guilt” is “now turned to merit.” Notice the public nature of the praise: she “had a 

guerdon rich/of hugs and praises” and a “triumph . . . when all at home were told the wondrous 

feat” (VIII: 5-9). Eliot notes the “irony” of this story: as a child she had no control over the 

arbitrary nature of Isaac’s affections, which seemed to happen solely by “luck,” and as an adult 

she is still puzzled by his “full-grown judgments in this world perplext” (VII: 3,4).   

 One example of those perplexing adult judgments was Isaac’s choice to take over Griff 

House after his marriage, necessitating a move for Mary Ann and her father. Her letters reveal 

her fearful and resentful feelings about the move. Because of Isaac’s engagement, Mary Ann 

“was on the point of losing the three things that gave her life ballast: Griff House and its 

landscape, her authority as housekeeper . . . and the constant attention, albeit antagonistic, of her 

brother Isaac” (Hughes 43). His marriage triggered in Mary Ann “a sense of abandonment and 

her terror that she would be alone forever” (Hughes 43). About this time, Mary Ann wrote to 

Martha Jackson about “the voice of foreboding” that told her “‘the bliss of reciprocated affection 

is not allotted to you under any form’” (GEL 1.46-7). She was not only thinking about the lack of 

a suitable marriage prospect; “under any form” implies that she was also permanently shut out 

from reciprocated filial affection. This would explain her “considerable disturbance of the usual 

flow of thought and feeling” when she was “severed from the objects so long accustomed to call 

it forth” (GEL I.93). Greatly depressed, she wrote to her friend and former teacher Maria Lewis 

shortly after Isaac and Sarah returned from their honeymoon, “I am alone in the world” (GEL 

1.102, emphasis original). 

 Once Mary Ann and her father settled in Coventry, Isaac continued to disapprove of her 

life choices. He showed “ignorant disapproval” of her Coventry friends, and during the “holy 

war” with her father, Isaac came to “school” her about her duty (Hardy 7, 6). During these 
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negotiations, Mary Ann discovered that Isaac was mainly concerned about how much it was 

costing their father to support her in a suitable establishment. After her father’s death in 1849, 

Isaac and Mary Ann clashed even more over his attempts to control her life. As she made her 

independent life in London, Mary Ann grew to understand that Isaac would never approve of her 

choice. His attitude was amply demonstrated by his “violent passion” over her decision to return 

to town after the death of her brother-in-law at the end of 1852, rather than stay on in the role of 

maiden aunt and housekeeper to Chrissey and her six young children (GEL 2.75; Hughes 128).  

 Of course, the most perplexingly painful (but hardly unexpected) judgment Isaac made 

was the decision to cut off all direct communication with Mary Ann (by then “Marian Lewes”) 

after she announced her union with George Henry Lewes to her family in May 1857. Barbara 

Hardy describes Marian’s letters to Isaac and Fanny announcing her liaison with Lewes as 

“extraordinary texts” (8). Puzzled by Marian’s “evasive, ambiguous and untruthful” letters, and 

critical of her “unapologetic and uncomprehending” approach, Hardy writes, “It is hard to see 

what [Marian] expected” from her family (9-10). Yet, it seems clear that Marian knew exactly 

what to expect. If she had to adopt “defensive irony” even to close friends Sara Hennell and Cara 

Bray, how much more would her defenses be in place toward Isaac, who would be morally 

outraged by her decision to live with Lewes outside the bounds of lawful marriage?  Her tone to 

Isaac may have been equivocal and “self-righteous;” but, as Hardy notes, “She knew Isaac 

despised her thoughts” (25). Emotionally dependent as Marian was upon the approval of her 

family, small wonder if she was defensive in her “pride, turmoil, and raw vulnerability” (Hardy 

9-10).53 

 Isaac answered her by having the family solicitor write in his stead, demanding 

particulars of her marriage. Marian answered promptly and truthfully, and then confided to Sara 
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Hennell in a letter, “I dare say I shall never have any further correspondence with my brother, 

which will be a great relief to me” (GEL 2.364). Isaac also forbade the rest of the family to have 

direct contact with her, and Marian seems to have expected this also, although she was surprised 

that her sister Chrissey agreed to Isaac’s command to stop writing. Marian’s bitterness toward 

Isaac only increased after Chrissey’s death on 15 March 1859. Chrissey had written two weeks 

earlier, when she knew she was dying, to express remorse over ever having broken contact; 

Marian was intensely angry that Isaac had so limited the relations between them that she had not 

been able to see Chrissey before her death (Hughes 193). There is no record of Marian having 

attended Chrissey’s funeral; presumably, “Marian Lewes” would not have been welcome.  

 In this brief history of blame in the Evans family, we see the root of the moral struggles 

that Mary Ann identified early with much chagrin: the desire for love and the fear of rejection; 

the angry struggle to subdue vanity, and the shameful desire to draw attention to herself. As she 

wrote to her Aunt Evans in 1839, “I feel that my besetting sin is the one of all others most 

destroying, as it is the fruitful parent of them all, Ambition, a desire insatiable for the esteem of 

my fellow creatures. This seems the centre whence all my actions proceed” (GEL I.19).  

We also see the genesis of Mary Ann’s suppressed anger and resentment toward Isaac, an anger 

that was only directly expressed in private, or in brief sardonic comments in letters to her 

intimate correspondents; but that drove her to write novels that castigated hypothetical readers 

that might want to indulge in blame toward her characters or her narrator. As Barbara Hardy 

argues, “fiction allowed George Eliot to do what she could not possibly do in real life—to defend 

herself” to Isaac (29).  
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Desperate for her Father’s Approval: The Linnet’s Life 

 Now that we have begun to establish some of what was at stake psychologically for Mary 

Ann in her early moral education, we can move on to discuss the effect of her childhood reading, 

especially by the first book she remembered reading at age four: The Linnet’s Life (1822), the 

first gift she remembered receiving from her father (Cross 10). This children’s book, which 

describes the life of a pet bird in twelve vignettes or poems, each with its moral, and a black and 

white engraved illustration, is currently in the Beinecke Library at Yale University. The book is 

inscribed:  

Let any one who thinks of me with some tenderness after I am dead take care of 

this book for my sake. It made me very happy when I held it in my little hands & 

read it over and over again, & thought the pictures beautiful, especially the one 

where the linnet is feeding her young. Marian Evans Lewes.   

This inscription shows what a deeply influential text this was for her.54 The fact that it was given 

to her by her father is especially salient; as we will see, the book was intended to help train her to 

be dependent upon his favor and good opinion. Despite its highly didactic tone (indeed perhaps 

because of it), the book would have strongly influenced a child of Mary Ann’s sensitive and 

serious temperament.55 A close reading of the book reveals in prototypical form many of George 

Eliot’s later literary preoccupations. I will develop this background later, but my argument in this 

section is that her later preoccupation with the doctrines of renunciation, necessity, and sympathy 

stemmed first from her reaction to the shame inevitable in the life of a child raised by such a 

rigid application of blame.  

 Although an extended theoretical discussion about the influence of children’s literature 

upon the moral development of children is beyond the scope of this chapter, a brief discussion of 
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the pertinent issues is in order, as I intend to argue that Mary Ann’s early reading helped set the 

terms for her moral and philosophical development.56 John Locke’s educational advice continued 

popular well into the Victorian era, demonstrated by the burgeoning market for children’s 

literature in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries. The eighteenth-century publisher 

John Newbery embraced Locke’s ideas about children’s moral development: he was one of the 

first to produce books specifically aimed at children, mainly didactic stories that depicted good 

and dutiful children obtaining the rewards (often pecuniary) of a good character, and he cited 

John Locke so that he could appropriate Locke’s authority in his business.57 Adults intended the 

books to reinforce productive behavior in family and society, and authors sought “to sugar the 

pill of learning with a thin coating of story” to make the moral more acceptable (Maxwell 46). 

 One of the more influential books of educational theory that considered children’s 

literature at length was by Maria Edgeworth and her father, Richard, titled Practical Education 

(1798). This book seems to have replaced Locke’s Some Thoughts Concerning Education as the 

educational treatise for the nineteenth century, yet the Edgeworths cited Locke thirteen times in 

the book.58 The Edgeworths advocated a very judicious selection of reading material for 

children, who were not expected to choose their own, even suggesting literally cutting out 

offensive passages of books presented to children, since children were expected to identify with 

and imitate the characters in the books they read. Thus, even the books made available to 

children could become a source of blame, both for the children and their parents. George Eliot 

humorously reflected such a scenario in The Mill on the Floss, where Mr. Riley admonishes 

Maggie’s father that Defoe’s The History of the Devil was “not quite the right book for a little 

girl” (MF 62). Mr. Tulliver feels a vague sense of shame for not having protected Maggie from 

such an evidently pernicious influence, and Maggie feels ashamed for having somehow caused 
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her father embarrassment. But poor Maggie ironically (and ominously) manages to find the 

devil, no matter what book she reads; she even manages to shock her father and Mr. Riley by 

finding “a great deal about the devil” in The Pilgrim’s Progress (MF 63).  

 The Linnet’s Life was meant to pose no such danger to either Mary Ann’s morals or her 

father’s reputation. It was written by Ann and Jane Taylor, the authors of several popular 

children’s books, whose "mildly moral versifying" is best exemplified by Jane's famous 1806 

verse "Twinkle, Twinkle Little Star” (Hunt 67). Early in the nineteenth century, the Taylor 

sisters wrote a series of nursery tales “about good children and ones who needed to be mildly 

corrected; about being kind to the poor and the old; occasionally about flowers and animals. 

Their work is amiable but pedestrian, and wholly lacking in imagination; it opens no windows" 

(Hunt 67). However, The Linnet’s Life, written a little later (1822) shows a more mixed picture 

of childhood. There is a real tension here between two conflicting views of childhood, which 

emerged from an eighteenth century “torn…between the notion of ‘innocence’ and a pessimism 

born of Evangelical and political anxieties” (Hendrick 37). Eliot’s childhood occurred during a 

period of transition between the “Romantic Child” of Rousseau, Blake, Coleridge, and 

Wordsworth, and the “Evangelical Child” of writers like Hannah More, who by the 1820s had 

overtaken Maria Edgeworth in popularity (Hendrick 37). More wrote, “Is it not…a fundamental 

error to consider children as innocent beings…rather than as beings who bring into the world a 

corrupt nature and evil dispositions, which it should be the great end of education to rectify?” 

(qtd. in Hendrick 39). The Linnet’s Life shows traces of that evangelical concern, which, as 

Hendrick argues, was often class based.59 Although the class-making (and also gender-making) 

work of the story is not the focus of this chapter, it is worth saying that The Linnet’s Life was 
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aimed at middle-class girls and depicted middle-class mores; Eliot was definitely being trained to 

the middle-class feminine domestic ideal, which had its moral as well as its social demands.60   

 What can we learn about the moral values that Robert Evans father wanted to inculcate in 

his daughter by giving her The Linnet’s Life? The characters in the story are the Linnet (a pet 

songbird), a little girl named Lucy, and her mother. The narrator of the story is the mother; her 

voice is gentle yet authoritative, at times remonstrative; yet reassuring and calm. Her penchant 

for speaking in verse adds to the didactic, sing-song quality of the narrative; but it would also 

have enabled the child to remember and recite the various poems. A bright child like Mary Ann 

would no doubt have memorized and recited them repeatedly (a fact that becomes pertinent later 

when she deploys images from the book in The Mill on the Floss). The book describes the 

Linnet’s habits in the wild, delineates its adjustment to captivity, and then exhorts the reader 

through the Linnet’s experiences as Lucy’s pet.   

 The first poem, “The Linnet Himself,” sets out the main moral of the book.  The Linnet is 

a “sweet warbler” valued for the cheerful “dulcet tones” that he produces.  Never mind that the 

Linnet is “prison’d fast” in a cage; he must learn to be “quite forgetful of the past” and subdue 

his desire to be free. The narrator urges the Linnet to “pour thy little soul in pleasure” out in song 

for others to enjoy, to “love” and “approve.” The narrator declares that struggling against this 

fate is foolish: even the “panting rage” the bird feels can only result in its “feebly” resisting its 

“prison dwelling” by pecking the hand that feeds it. It will be subdued eventually, by the reward 

it receives: the “favourite seed” given with “fondness.” Moreover, the Linnet’s desire for 

freedom is not only foolish, but also selfish.  He is reminded that though the other birds that fly 

free may be gaudy and “gayer,” their song is mere “twittering” (that is, they supply nothing 

useful or pleasing to the listener). Those birds are motivated by “vanity and pride” and a desire to 



! ! )*++! ]M!

“catch the eye” (that is, to be seen or noticed). Then the poem sounds a dire warning: those other 

birds will never win love and affection; their “dress of costly dye” brings only “transient cold 

admiring.” It is only the useful, dependent, and self-denying Linnet, whose “soft mellifluous 

singing” pleases the ear, that “draws out love and sympathy.” The moral drives the warning 

home plainly: “How, then…can I gain affection truly?” The answer: “Useful virtues I'll 

acquire…to the highest point aspire…then esteem will follow duly.”  

 This first poem contains the seeds of what critics have called George Eliot’s “doctrine of 

renunciation.” This doctrine requires the suppression of all self-interest, since the desire for 

freedom and self-expression is not only foolish, but also selfish, and so is the desire for notice by 

others, which is motivated by vanity and pride. There is a strong note of moral blame here: 

children, like birds, are wild and need to be tamed; if they refuse, they are threatened with the 

punishment of not being worthy of real love and affection. Rosemarie Bodenheimer has noted 

how much “the act and idea of performance before an audience preoccupied” Mary Ann Evans 

(6). Bodenheimer traces this preoccupation in the fraught morality of the self-performative 

conventions of female letter writing, in the “social and moral codes” that shaped Mary Ann’s 

performances (6). Here, we can trace even earlier the roots of Mary Ann’s shame about her 

desire to draw attention to herself: the shame that made her early letters so self-conscious and 

self-deprecating, that caused her to burst into tears and run from the room after her schoolgirl 

performances on the piano, and that later drew Mary Ann’s disapproval of an oratorio at St. 

Michael’s church, as being merely “intended to elicit admiration” (GEL 1.9). Moreover, shame 

results from the particular moral double-bind involved: if only the useful, virtuous, and self-

denying person will “draw out” the love, sympathy and esteem of others, the child must 

renounce the desire for love in order to gain it. This “insoluble” task, in which the goal (desire 
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for love) can never be completely possessed or renounced, is what affect theorist Sylvan 

Tomkins calls a “nuclear script,” which guarantees that the child will be motivated by guilt, 

shame and a desire for praise (Shame and its Sisters, 183).  

 Poems Two, Three and Five describe a mother’s role as the perfect exemplum of this 

doctrine of renunciation, demonstrated by a mother linnet’s selfless and faithful care of her eggs 

and feeding of her young. The moral of Poem Three asks who gets more pleasure from her 

devoted feeding, the baby birds or the mother; the answer (the mother) implies that service to 

others is more pleasant than selfishness. Poem Five warns that the mother Linnet will one day 

abandon her grown children to pursue “all her own caprices pleasing” (5.28). This is only natural 

in a bird; but, reassuringly, the human mother, being morally blameless, will never cease her 

own devoted care, even when the children are grown. Avrom Fleishman has traced George 

Eliot’s belief in the importance of motherhood to her 1840 reading of Louis Aimé-Martin’s De 

l’education des méres de famille, où la civilization du genre humain par les femmes (1834), 

which Eliot claimed was the most “masterly on the subject” that she had ever read. Fleishman 

observes, “If any element in Eliot’s early reading has relevance for her later mental formation, it 

is this idea as carried forward by Comte, for here the source of women’s civilizing influence is 

located in their renunciation of self…[in order to] live for others” (Fleishman 22). However, the 

idea was planted in Mary Ann’s psyche much earlier: in this children’s book we may see the root 

of Eliot’s continued belief in the moral superiority of motherhood, despite her own mother’s 

inadequacy. The Linnet’s Life was given to Eliot at age four, approximately two years after 

Eliot’s younger twin bothers died; her mother had been physically and emotionally an invalid 

ever since. Since Eliot would not really have remembered her mother as active and cheerful, it is 
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perhaps no accident that the plate belonging to Poem Three, showing the nurturing mother linnet 

feeding her young, was Eliot’s favorite.  

 If the first half of The Linnet’s Life teaches that self-interest and self-assertion are 

blamable, and praises the virtues and rewards of self-renunciation, the second half of the book 

introduces the darker doctrine of necessity. Poem Six introduces the little girl Lucy, who is given 

the Linnet as a gift. The plate shows Lucy and her mother, with a neighbor gentleman giving 

Lucy the caged Linnet. The poem describes Lucy much as George Eliot describes Lucy Deane in 

The Mill on the Floss: she is “good…obedient and docile…never obtrusive or rude…modest and 

careful.”  In other words, Lucy is everything that Maggie Tulliver (and the young Mary Ann 

Evans?) is not. Yet, even such a paragon as Lucy needs a pet to “train her to carefulness.” As her 

mother warns her, if Lucy should forget or neglect her duty, the Linnet would die, and that would 

be an irreparable harm. Then follows a description that sounds very much like Maggie Tulliver:  

The volatile, thoughtless, may be very kind,  

Benevolence rule them in all they intend,  

But one sad forget may leave sorrows behind,  

Which deepest repentance can never amend.  

And finally, the last stanza, which Maggie Tulliver might wish she had obeyed:  

Then stop, and consider each morn when you rise, 

What have I to do, what depends upon me: 

Did Mamma give commission, that first I will prize;  

Then rabbits, and Linnet, my care shall all see. 

Evidently Lucy’s responsibilities extend to some rabbits as well as the Linnet, although the 

rabbits are mentioned nowhere else in The Linnet’s Life.  
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 It would seem that in this poem, we have the prototype of the scene in The Mill on the 

Floss, when Maggie forgets to feed Tom’s rabbits, and they die. Moreover, The Mill on the Floss 

contains references to characters named Lucy, all of which show Maggie Tulliver in a negative 

light by comparison. First is her cousin Lucy Deane, who is a perfect little lady, and a Dodson, 

and who Maggie’s mother wishes were her daughter instead of Maggie. Then there is Lucille in 

the novel Corrine that Phillip loans Maggie, who “steals all the love away” from her cousin 

(270). Maggie also compares herself to Lucy Bertram from Scott’s novel Guy Mannering, and 

Tom chastises her for “setting yourself above me and everyone else” (193).61 What is at stake 

here? Why did George Eliot refer to The Linnet’s Life in her most autobiographical work, The 

Mill on the Floss?62 I discuss this connection between the two books at more length in the 

chapter on The Mill on the Floss, but I suspect that Lucy in the Linnet’s Life was an unattainable 

ideal for Mary Ann Evans, who could not live up to the expectations for girls presented in it: 

expectations her father clearly valued.   

 The rest of The Linnet’s Life works out the consequences of the scenario set up in the first 

half of the book. Poem Seven “Perched on the Finger” is a sort of reiteration of Poem One, that 

teaches that dependence is the natural state of the child, that it is better to be safe than free, and 

that it is good to be cared for “without thy thought and care” in exchange for pleasure and 

affection. Lucy has internalized this lesson well from her mother; but now, Lucy is the 

responsible one, who must learn to imitate her mother’s care in her care for her pet. This is one 

of the few plates that depicts Lucy alone with the bird, and in her mother’s absence (and in 

imitation of her mother) Lucy repeats the lesson to her bird: 

Come, for fear of accident | Enter to thy safety cage; 

Though in prison thou art pent| Thou art kept from pussy's rage. (page 21) 
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Eventually, of course, Lucy must fail at her duty. In Poem Nine, the Linnet escapes and flies out 

the window. The accompanying plate shows the mother seated, while Lucy is standing by the 

open window, which seems to suggest that Lucy was in charge. In the poem, the mother blames 

Lucy for the accident since Lucy neglected to close the window first before she let him out of his 

cage. As her mother observes, Lucy should have known better: “You have seen him strive to 

fly,/And gain the garden groves;/’Twas natural he should ever try/To wander where he loves.” 

The rest of the poem is a cautionary tale: Lucy and her mother watch from the window as the 

“silly” Linnet is attacked by the other birds. If Lucy is unable to retrieve him, she will “gain a 

lesson good” by the consequences of her carelessness. Then the mother extends the situation to 

the family: “That cage was his paternal home,/ You was his mother kind.” It is up to the mother 

to discipline and prepare her child for middle-class respectability, and to protect him from 

foolish actions; the mother describes her “sufferings” if Lucy were to do such a similar foolish 

thing.  

 Poem Ten presents the proper response of a returned or recovered prodigal. Lucy 

recaptures the Linnet, who eventually returns because he is hungry and dispirited. The mother 

draws this moral (similar to the story of the Prodigal Son in the New Testament):  

Aye, hunger will bring down the wantonest breast, 

And even the fiercest will tame:  

It has made many wanderers come back to their nest,  

Their follies forsaken, their crimes all confest, 

With sorrow, compunction, and shame. 

The poem equates flight from the dependent state with wantonness, wildness, folly, and crime. 

Note that when the errant returns, he must confess his crimes and feel “sorrow, compunction and 



! ! )*++! ]V!

shame” for the suffering he caused (although the Linnet shows no such remorse). This story 

differs from the New Testament version of the Prodigal Son; in the Biblical tale, the father 

embraces the returning prodigal and completely reinstates him, and tries to shield the returning 

son from blame; it is the elder brother that refuses to forgive and that would demand 

compunction and shame from the prodigal.63 Eliot points to this difference in The Mill on the 

Floss: Maggie, in her sorrow over the neglected rabbits, and desolate over Isaac’s harsh threat to 

“never love” her again, identifies with the prodigal son. Maggie tells the hired hand Luke, “I’m 

very glad his father took him back again…for he was very sorry, you know, and wouldn’t do 

wrong again.” Luke, elder-brother style, replies laconically, “Eh, Miss . . . he’d be no great 

shakes, I doubt, let’s his feyther do what he would for him” (MF 75). Luke seems to doubt 

whether a child who would be so foolish as to do what the prodigal did could learn or grow from 

the experience, or feel shame. Likewise, in The Linnet’s Life, the mother observes that the Linnet 

will not learn from the experience because he is not capable of reason. “But as he’s too ignorant, 

pray watch him well/ E’en those who can reason, and ought to excel/Are tempted by [the bird’s] 

open door.”   

 In Poem Eleven, the Linnet almost dies for lack of water because Lucy accidently left the 

water spout turned the wrong direction where the Linnet could not reach it. The poem multiplies 

examples of the irreparable consequences of carelessness: “The miss of a pin, or a horse-nail 

may bring/sad mischief, as every day finds.”  Lucy’s mother remonstrates against the child:  

How would you have felt, when tomorrow you’d come, 

The pitiful subject to view. Dickey dead… 

And dead by your carelessness too… 

The careless may robbers and murderers be; 
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‘Tis shocking such terms to employ... 

But when our own foolishness mingles regret, 

More pungent the sorrow must be; 

If I'd been more careful, we'd had that joy yet, 

The loss of it's owing to me! (11.25-44) 

If the stakes seem very high in The Linnet’s Life, they are. The book consistently—and 

insistently—compares the experiences of Lucy and the Linnet to the life-and-death 

responsibilities of adult human life. Prior to the Victorian era, the assumption about child-rearing 

was often that children were miniature adults, and that they could be—and should be—trained to 

an adult’s level of responsibility. Likewise, they were trained to feel an adult’s sense of shame 

over their failures, and to accept an adult’s level of blame and punishment (which showed in the 

penal consequences applied to street children, including execution or transportation; and to the 

death sentence imposed upon Hetty Sorrel in Adam Bede).    

 Since children like Lucy (and by extension Mary Ann) were being trained to take an adult 

level of responsibility in a dangerous world, it would seem that sympathy would be an important 

correlate, especially the ability to take another’s point of view. However, in most of the poems, 

sympathy is mainly an exercise in identifying with malefactors in order to assess their level of 

culpability before assigning blame or punishment. The best example of this is in Poem Eight.  

The cat attacks the Linnet’s cage and then scratches Lucy when she intervenes. Lucy is angry 

and wants to punish—then banish—the cat, but the mother urges sympathy for the cat, since it 

was just acting in its nature, in ignorance of the value of the Linnet to Lucy. This is a careful 

lesson in assessing culpability, since justice requires that one measure the potential culpability of 

the offender before assigning blame. In this particular situation, the appropriate response is 
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sympathy rather than blame. Yet, in these stories it is clear that sympathy should only extend to 

those who cannot know better, who are on the level of animals: the weak, foolish, or perhaps 

criminal, like street children or gypsies. George Eliot likened Hetty Sorrel to “kittens, or very 

soft downy ducks…or babies just beginning to toddle,” so we as readers would understand that 

her moral development—and thus her culpability—was limited (AB 128). However, the good 

child, the rational child, the well-trained English middle-class child, boy or girl, the chosen child, 

should indeed know better, and should be held to the higher—and perhaps unreachable—

standard. The final poem mirrors the first poem and reiterates the moral. Fifteen years have 

passed, and Lucy is now a wife and mother. The Linnet has just died of old age, so Lucy and her 

children bury the Linnet in state, crying tears of affection over his loss. The Linnet lived in 

captivity to make others cheerful by his singing, and this resignation is what earned him the 

affection of his family. This then, becomes the confirmation of a life of value: that others truly 

mourn your loss when you die.    

 It seems that the lessons the four-year-old Mary Ann Evans learned from this little book, 

which she read “over and over again,” stayed with her throughout her life. First, she learned that 

she would never be worthy of her family’s love unless she renounced her own desires and was 

submissive to what her family and society expected of her. Second, she learned that any desire 

for approval or attention was selfish and egoistic, and made her unworthy of love. Third, that as a 

woman she should serve her family and model resignation to her children. Fourth, that any 

carelessness in caring out her duty could have drastic unintended consequences, and that the 

properly instructed child who was careless was as morally blamable as a murderer or a robber. 

Fifth, that sorrow, compunction and shame were the proper sentiments for a recovered prodigal 

to feel; sympathy was to be reserved only for those who were unable to reason, and were thus not 
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culpable for their actions. These lessons were reinforced by common consensus in the culture, 

and in Mary Ann’s life most especially by the implacable discipline of her family.  

 When the pressures against it are considered, Marian’s break from her family is all the 

more extraordinary. By the time she disclosed her liaison with G.H. Lewes to her family, 

however, she had something that was better: the devoted love of an accepting spouse, and the 

hope of a literary career in which she could work at justifying her choices and, more importantly, 

overturning the Victorian culture of blame. It was in a letter to Sara Hennell on June 5, 1857 that 

Marian expressed herself in words that could stand as a motto or moral for all her subsequent 

fiction:  

I have written to my Brother and my two sisters, telling them that I have changed 

my name and have a husband. Fanny has already answered me in a very kind 

letter. I have not yet heard from my Brother. I feel satisfied to have done this . . . I 

have kept the subject so long before my mind, and have learned to see how much 

of the pain I have felt concerning my own family is really love of approbation in 

disguise, that I look calmly on the most disagreeable issues [that is, any 

disagreeable results of her disclosure].  If I live five years longer, the positive 

result of my existence on the side of truth and goodness will outweigh the small 

negative good that would have consisted in my not doing anything to shock 

others, and I can conceive no consequences that will make me repent the past.  Do 

not misunderstand me and suppose that I think myself heroic or great in any way. 

Far enough from that! Faulty, miserably faulty I am—but least of all faulty when 

others most blame. (GEL 2.342)  
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Escaping the Giant’s Bed of Dogma 

 To know a character properly, one must distinguish what is 

natural to it from what has been acquired, look at how it has been 

formed, what circumstances have shaped its development, what 

chain of secret affections have made it as it is; and how it is 

modified so as to produce sometimes the most contradictory and 

the most unexpected effects. (644) 

     —Jean-Jacques Rousseau, Les Confessions   

 In the previous section, I explored how Mary Ann Evans’s natural desire for affection 

and approval was intensified and focused by the shaming disciplinary practices of her parents, 

and how her moral values were acquired and formed by her early reading, especially her favorite 

children’s conduct book The Linnet’s Life. In this section, I will begin to explore the influence of 

her education and religious beliefs on the development of her character. The epigraph to this 

section, from Rousseau’s Confessions, is especially appropriate, since part of the goal of this 

section is to trace the “chain of secret affections” that motivated Mary Ann’s sometimes 

“contradictory” and “unexpected” behavior in the years leading up to her novelistic career.  

Other critics have extensively covered the influence of the Bray and Hennell families on Mary 

Ann’s thought, and her exposure to German higher criticism through her translations of David 

Strauss and Ludwig Feuerbach. While I will not neglect these influences, I intend to argue that 

Mary Ann’s development was also profoundly influenced by her encounters with the writings of 

Jeans-Jacques Rousseau, and J.A. Froude. At a time in her life when she was “first awakened . . . 

to deep reflection,” Mary Ann was especially susceptible to these writers’ influences, not only 

because of their ideas, but also—and perhaps mainly—because of the emotional affinity she felt 
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with them (Cross 104). She identified with their experiences as writers who were deeply and 

intensely sensitive, susceptible to blame and shame, and who experienced traumatic rejection 

during their struggles to shape a moral philosophy at odds with the dogma and the prevailing 

religious and social practices of their day.  

 
  Mary Ann’s loss of faith, and her refusal to attend church in January 1839 profoundly 

shocked her family, and provoked what Mary Ann was to call a “holy war” with her family. As 

Mary Ann later explained to Sara Hennell, her intense anti-dogma proselytizing at this period in 

her life had resulted from the feeling of her “soul” being newly “liberated from the wretched 

giant's bed of dogmas on which it has been racked and stretched ever since it began to think” 

(GEL 1.162). This is an interesting and illuminating metaphor that bears some examination, since 

it describes a tortured state of mind that found “exultation and strong hope” in its release (GEL 

1.162). The “giant’s bed” refers to the ancient Greek myth of Procrustes, a giant who liked to 

capture hapless travelers and then torture them by stretching them to fit his giant bed of iron. The 

phrase “giant’s bed” or “Procrustes’ bed” was in common use as a metaphor to describe the 

plight of someone caught in religious controversy. 64 The metaphor had a broader application to 

describe any kind of psychological double-bind imposed by a despotic authority.65  It is this 

element of the despotic, combined with an unwinnable situation in which the victim can literally 

never measure up, that makes the Giant’s Bed such a torturous, shameful—and anger inducing—

experience.     

 We see this double bind reproduced repeatedly in George Eliot’s fiction, in which 

conflicting claims produce an unwinnable situation.  In Eliot’s fiction, as in her own life, the 

contested ground is always emotional and/or moral, and often the victims must choose between 

their own needs and an external claim that often has the force of a moral imperative, yet would 
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mangle or mutilate the psyche if obeyed. Thus the need for renunciation in Eliot’s fiction: one 

must either renounce the self and its needs, or renounce affection, love and respect. The nature of 

the person making the irreconcilable claims is important here: a “giant” or an “ogre” is a person 

with irresistible or tyrannical power, and in Eliot’s fiction, this power is often identified with 

social and religious norms and with family expectations. In Eliot’s case, the “giant’s bed” is the 

psychological equivalent of the double bind discussed in the last section, in which a child is 

desperately eager to please, yet continually blamed for being unable to meet the demands placed 

upon her. For Eliot, dogmatic Christianity (i.e. the “giant’s bed of dogma”) became symbolic of 

all the emotional and moral anguish she experienced as a child and young adult in trying to win 

love and approval by measuring up to what was expected of her. The emotional result of being 

placed in such a double bind is shame, depression and often, intense anger. We can see the 

intensity of that anger in Eliot’s depiction of Maggie Tulliver pounding nails into the head of her 

doll. But in her pre-fiction essays, we see her intense anger mitigated through the relative 

anonymity of the Westminster Review, and directed, not toward persons in her life whose 

approval she needed, but toward evangelical preachers and dead poets (although her brother 

Isaac also became a lightning rod for that anger, as we will see).   

 It is not difficult to see how dogmatic Christianity (i.e. the “giant’s bed of dogma”) could 

become symbolic of all the shame Mary Ann experienced as a child and young adult in trying to 

measure up to what was expected of her. Victorian literature is rife with examples of children 

being taught that they would be sent to hell by a vindictive God if they disobeyed their parents or 

others in authority, or dared to want something other than what adults thought proper. George 

Eliot would later reproduce a similar moment in “Amos Barton,” when Amos has been preaching 

at the workhouse, and the beadle Mr. Spratt brings forward a seven-year-old boy who has been 
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wiggling during service. Amos bends down and remonstrates with the “inveterate culprit,” 

saying, “If you are naughty, God will be angry, as well as Mr. Spratt; and God can burn you 

forever. That will be worse than being beaten . . . .  [but] if you will be a good boy, God will love 

you, and you will grow up to be a good man” (Scenes 65).66   

 Eliot lived through this experience in her own childhood, as she describes in a letter to 

Sara Hennell dated Mar 3, 1844: 

I never will believe that our youngest days are our happiest. What a miserable 

augury for the progress of the race and the destination of the individual if the 

more matured and enlightened state is the less happy one. Childhood is only the 

beautiful and happy time in contemplation and retrospect -- to the child it is full of 

deep sorrows, the meaning of which is unknown. Witness colic and whooping-

cough and dread of ghosts, to say nothing of hell and Satan, and an offended 

Deity in the sky who was angry when I wanted too much plum cake. (GEL 1.172)  

This letter is revealing, since it shows the young Mary Ann chastised for the apparently trivial 

offense of desiring more dessert. She is writing here of herself “when we were seven years old,” 

when she would have been at Miss Lathom’s school in Attleborough with her older sister 

Chrissey, where Mary Ann began boarding at age five. According to John Cross, she 

remembered those early years in Attleborough as ones mainly of misery and fear. Much younger 

and smaller than the other girls, Mary Ann could never get close enough to the fire to get 

thoroughly warm. “This suffering from cold was the beginning of a low general state of health; 

also at this time she began to be subject to fears at night— ‘the susceptibility to terror ’—which 

she has described as haunting Gwendolen Harleth in her childhood” (Cross 8).  These night 

terrors caused "all her soul become a quivering fear,” and Cross tells us that these fears 
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“remained with her afterwards” and were “one of the supremely important influences dominating 

at times her future life” (8-9).67   

 Since she and her sister Chrissey “continued as boarders for three or four years, coming 

[only] occasionally home to Griff on Saturdays,” Mary Ann spent most of the years between 

ages five and nine away from home, afraid, and miserable (Cross 8). As Kathryn Hughes notes, 

this experience significantly changed Eliot’s personality. Before she went to boarding school, 

Mary Ann loved to play outdoors with Isaac and was not particularly bookish, and she was 

certainly not docile or neat. However, Mary Ann “interpreted her banishment from Griff as a 

sign that she had been naughty and adopted the classic strategy of becoming very good . . . . As 

part of her plunge into goodness, Mary Ann buried herself in books” (Hughes 19).  She learned 

to prefer the company of adults to that of other children, and became “an old-fashioned child, 

already living in a world of her own imagination, impressible to her finger-tips, and willing to 

give her views on any subject” (Cross 9).  

 If at Attleborough Mary Ann learned that she could provoke God’s anger and risk eternal 

damnation by desiring a second helping of plum cake, things improved significantly when she 

moved to Mrs. Wallington’s Boarding School in Nuneaton in 1828, at age nine. There she met 

the major influence on her young life, her teacher Maria Lewis, a devout and earnest evangelical.  

At this time in Mary Ann’s life, and for many years after, Maria Lewis was the source of the love 

and approval Mary Ann craved.  As Mary Ann would write later from Griff, after she had left 

school to become housekeeper for her father and Isaac, “I believe you are the person that loves 

me well enough to bear with me” (GEL 1.52, emphasis original).   

 Not only did Mary Ann find love and affection at Mrs. Wallington’s School; she also 

found real life examples of heroes and heroines earning the love of God by braving “hatred or 
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ridicule” and the “harsh wind of opinion” because of their religious calling (Scenes 310).  Maria 

Lewis was an “ardent” follower of the evangelical preacher Mr. John Edward Jones, appointed 

curate of the Chapel of Ease in Nuneaton in 1928 (Haight GE 9). Partisans in the town resisted 

Mr. Jones vociferously and sometimes violently, and these dramatic events would have made a 

deep impression upon the young girl. “Janet’s Repentance” is based upon the events Mary Ann 

watched unfold in Nuneaton between the ages of nine and thirteen, and as George Eliot, she used 

Jones as a model for the Evangelical curate Mr. Tryan in Scenes of Clerical Life.68  The character 

of Mr. Tryan is the closest to unmixed heroism of any of Eliot’s creations, but the nature of his 

heroism is not just physical and spiritual, but emotional and social. In fact, the threats of physical 

violence against Mr. Tryan are mentioned but not dwelt upon, whereas his walk through the 

“fire” of “hatred”—among the “derisive glances” and the “jeers and hooting of the crowd”—

forms the guantlet in which his courage is tested (“Janet” 314). While “outwardly Mr. Tryan was 

composed,” George Eliot wrote, “inwardly he was suffering acutely from these tones of hatred 

and scorn” that “bruised his sensibility” as much as “stones and clubs” would have bruised his 

body (Scenes 314-15).  Mr. Tryan persevered in his calling “to speak the difficult word, and do 

the difficult deed,” all the while his “acute sensibility to blame” insured that “every form of 

disapproval jarred him painfully” (Scenes 312, 310).  While we don’t know whether this is an apt 

description of Mr. Jones, it was certainly the George Eliot’s imaginative projection of the 

feelings she herself would have had in his place, and those feelings were perhaps also a 

reflection of Maria Lewis’s sympathetic suffering.  

 The turmoil in the town did not end until the death of Mr. Jones in 1831; at about the 

same time, Mary Ann was moved (at age 13) to the Miss Franklins’ school in Coventry. Here 

also Mary Ann had abundant models for the cost of taking a principled religious stand: Mrs. 
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Francis Franklin had missionary connections though her brother, and her daughter had been a 

missionary in India, while her son lost his life while in training for missionary service. Mary Ann 

at this time was also imbibing the novels of Sir Walter Scott, and reading the Romantic poets, 

which only stoked her fascination with the heroic ideal of being rejected for one’s beliefs.   

 A story Mary Ann wrote in her school notebook shows her fascination with the heroic 

idea of being cast of out society and losing love for the sake of one’s beliefs. This fragment, 

which critics call by the name of its hero, Edward Neville, presents the story of two fanatic anti-

Royalists during the time of Cromwell. After the regicide, Neville and his friend are “banned 

from all respectable society” and Neville is separated from his lover, presumably forever. The 

story foregrounds the consequences of Neville’s political choices, and “having been expelled 

from society, the story abruptly breaks off” (Karl 29). Perhaps the young Mary Ann found that 

she could not imagine Neville’s future bereft of love; or perhaps she found that she did not want 

to imagine it, since she was beginning to suspect that she herself was “the negation of all that 

finds love and esteem” (GEL 1.51).    

 Having seen (and perhaps romanticized) the persecution that a principled religious or 

political stand could provoke, Mary Ann was provided with her own opportunity to make a 

stand. There are indications that in 1834, Mary Ann had some sort of Evangelical conversion 

experience, no doubt at the urging of the Baptist Miss Franklins (and Maria Lewis). John Cross 

implies that Mary Ann did so mainly to please them, writing of her “chameleon-like nature” in 

which she “soon adopted their religious views with intense eagerness and conviction, although 

she never formally joined the Baptists or any other communion than the Church of England. She 

at once, however, took a foremost place in the school, and became a leader of prayer-meetings 

amongst the girls” (Cross 13-14).  
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 Given Mary Ann’s later apostasy, biographers do not agree about how much her faith 

meant to her. Avrom Fleishman’s admittedly “tentative” conclusion “that Christianity was not 

for the young believer a salvational or redemptive religion” is based upon his observation that 

her letters omitted “certain important Christian convictions.” For example, “the most obvious 

omission is the doctrine of the atonement and its related doctrine of justification by faith . . . 

there is, moreover, little reference to the crucifixion or to other events in the life of Jesus . . . 

There is in these letters no sense of mankind’s sinfulness but only of its futility” (16).  

Fleishman’s argument by omission ignores the fact that her audience for these early letters, 

Maria Lewis, and her Aunt Samuel, both were doctrinal evangelicals and thus could assume her 

understanding of certain key doctrines. Moreover, her later handling of Dinah Morris’s sermon 

in Adam Bede clearly shows her understanding of evangelical doctrine and her ability to deploy 

the idiom.  Finally, Mary Ann most certainly did refer to a sense of her own personal sinfulness 

in her letters, admitting ambition or egoism as her besetting sin.69   

 Fleishman argues that Mary Ann’s faith was not real, since her “demystification” 

occurred with “remarkable… serenity” (23-4). Serenity is not the first word that comes to mind 

in thinking of Mary Ann’s transition from faith to unbelief; but while biographers have tended to 

focus on the emotional turmoil of the “holy war” with her family, Fleishman argues for Mary 

Ann’s intellectual serenity during the transformation.  He argues that once out of boarding 

school, her pattern of worship (once per Sunday), her lack of social activism beyond beginning a 

clothing club, and her rejection of the Oxford Movement, all reveal her to be a “typical Anglican 

churchgoer of the middling classes in early Victorian England” (23). Yet Cross writes that Mary 

Ann “had come back from the Miss Franklins' with ultra-evangelical tendencies . . . Miss Evans, 

as she now was, could not rest satisfied with a mere profession of faith without trying to shape 
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her own life — and it may be added, the lives around her — in accordance with her convictions. 

The pursuit of pleasure was a snare; dress was vanity; society was a danger” (Cross 16). Then 

Cross quotes the passage from The Mill on the Floss about Maggie’s attempts to be ultra-

religious; he implies that like Maggie Tullier, Mary Ann’s religion at this point her life involved 

“some exaggeration and willfulness, some pride and impetuosity” and was mainly motivated by 

a desire for “leafy honors to be gathered and worn” (MF 239). In other words, Mary Ann’s 

conversion was not one of emotional and spiritual release such as Janet Dempster experiences at 

the end of “Janet’s Repentance;” nor was it yet the tried and tested faith of Mr. Tryan.  Mary 

Ann was still caught in the Giant’s Bed, still trying to please others and prove her worth in heroic 

fashion, although she would later come to recognize that she was acting as a “gratuitous martyr” 

“in the primary egoism of her feelings” (Scenes 310).    

 Even then, however, as her letters to Maria Lewis and her Aunt Samuel show, Mary Ann 

struggled with performing her faith to her own satisfaction. She lamented to her Aunt her “want 

of deep feeling in spiritual things,” as well as her sense that she was merely “contented with 

making Christianity a mere addendum to my pursuits, or with tacking it as a fringe to my 

garments” (qtd. in Cross 20-22).  She also acknowledged her “besetting sin” as “ambition”—yet 

note how she defines it—“a desire insatiable for the esteem of my fellow-creatures. This seems 

the centre whence all my actions proceed . . . [it] is the [sin] of all others most destroying, as it is 

the fruitful parent of them all” (qtd. in Cross 24).     

 In weighing Mary Ann’s motives at this juncture, we must not ignore the self-conscious 

rhetorical effects of her early letters. If, as Rosemarie Bodenheimer argues, Mary Ann’s main 

concern in her letters was her construction of herself for her audience, we cannot really make 

judgments about her beliefs based upon what the letters contain or omit, except in reference to 
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her rhetorical goals. 70 And her goal seems to be to construct herself as a person intensely 

interested in avoiding blame, in saying and doing the right thing, in living an intensely moral life, 

whatever that might mean to her particular audience. Yet, Mary Ann was aware of this double 

bind, cautioning her Aunt, ‘But you will perhaps remember, my dear aunt, that I do not attach 

much value to a disclosure of religious feelings, owing probably to the dominant corruption I 

have just been speaking of, which ‘turns the milk of my good purpose all to curd’ (qtd. in Cross 

24).  This shameful need for approval, combined with an awareness of its poisonous effects, 

must have indeed proved tortuous to Mary Ann’s soul “ever since it began to think.” About this 

time, it is clear, Mary Ann began to think about what a moral life would look like if it was 

untethered from religious belief.  

 To come back to the question originally posed at the beginning of this section, we begin 

to see why Marian Evans was so angry toward the representatives of dogmatic Christianity.  

Raised from a young age to desperately need approval yet also to be ashamed of that longing; 

sure that she could never be good enough to consistently win praise rather than blame; possessed 

of a highly sensitive nature and prey to terror of ghosts, demons, and a vengeful God; feeling 

(rightly or wrongly) that she had to conform to the religious beliefs and practices of those she 

depended upon for love and affection or risk being rejected; having romanticized religious ideals, 

but unable to perform her Christian belief to the standard she revered; feeling that her desire for 

love and esteem poisoned all her chances of actually gaining it: it is little wonder that dogmatic 

Christianity appeared as a tyrannical giant bent upon her destruction.  Although Gordon Haight 

argues that “the surprising thing was that her Evangelicalism persisted until she was twenty-

two,” the emotional and social stakes were so high that Mary Ann could only safely make the 
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break when she had made dear friends whose approval could sustain her through the difficult 

process (Haight GE 40). 

Coventry 

 Mary Ann wryly acknowledged the social value of her religious convictions in her diary 

on 30 July 1841, shortly after she moved to Coventry with her father. “She could not help 

thinking how much easier life would be to her, and how much better she would stand in the 

estimation of her neighbors, if only she could take things as they did, and conform to popular 

beliefs without any reflection or examination” (Haight GE 34). The fact that she did examine and 

reflect made the process of coming to conclusions that much more protracted and painful. Her 

loss of faith—and the “holy war” with her family that followed—is well documented elsewhere, 

but it is important to note that even with the support of the Rosehill circle, Mary Ann could not 

live without the approval of her father, and so she ultimately agreed to continue to go to church 

with him as the price of remaining in his good graces.  

 Other critics and biographers have documented at length the intellectual influences the 

Rosehill circle brought to bear upon Mary Ann’s beliefs; my interest here is in the emotional and 

social support they provided for her, as well as the influence of their ideas upon her thinking.  

They of course introduced her to Charles Hennell’s An Inquiry into the Origin of Christianity 

(1838) and Charles Bray’s The Philosophy of Necessity (1841). Not only were the ideas 

contained therein congenial to the doubts Mary Ann had been having, but the Brays and the 

Hennells provided a supportive atmosphere in which to discuss them. These were certainly not 

ideas Mary Ann could broach with her family, and she could only hint to Maria Lewis about 

what was passing through her mind: “Think, is there any conceivable alteration in me that would 

prevent your coming to me at Christmas?” (GEL 1.121, emphasis original).  Note that Mary 
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Ann’s concern here is that her emerging opinions might cause a rupture in their relationship (as 

she suspected they would with her family and other friends), and her fears were not altogether 

groundless. All through this period, many of her family’s friends and acquaintances were 

continually trying to change her mind, and it was inevitable that some of those relationships 

would fall by the wayside, as her relationship with Maria Lewis was eventually to do. Gordon 

Haight documents the distress of the Pears family next door, and the “unfeigned grief” the Sibree 

family felt after her “defection” from Christianity, and describes a touching scene in which Mary 

Ann “trembled” with “agitation” while making the “pathetic” plea, ‘Now, Mrs. Sibree, you 

won’t care to have anything more to do with me’ (Haight GE 41). Mrs. Sibree’s facile 

reassurances may have eased Mary Ann’s heart in the moment; but in later years, when their son 

John Sibree gave up his plans to follow his father into the ministry, they blamed Mary Ann’s 

influence (although he had been having doubts for years), and the elder Sibrees cut off the 

relationship. They were not the only ones to fear that her influence pernicious; and this was only 

the beginning of the unpopular choices Mary Ann was to make.   

 During this period of shifting alliances, Mary Ann’s intellectual position was fortified by 

reading Spinoza’s Tractatus Theologogio-Politicus in 1843, and by her translation into English 

of David Strauss’s Das Leben Jesu (The Life of Jesus, Critically Examined), published in 1846.71  

While these were influential texts for Mary Ann’s philosophy (especially Spinoza, as I argue in 

subsequent chapters), the literary encounter that would fortify her emotionally and shape her 

moral outlook for the rest of her career came soon after she sent off the final proof of The Life of 

Jesus: her reading of Jean-Jacques Rousseau’s Confessions.  
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Rousseau the Giant-Killer 

 After Mary Ann finished translating Strauss in early 1846, she began “guanoing her mind 

with French novels,” chiefly George Sand, while “Rousseau was the other great passion” 

(Haight, GE 59, emphasis original).72  She read Rousseau’s Confessions, his sentimental novel 

Julie, ou La Nouvelle Héloïse, and his novel of education, Émile.  Although Mary Ann told 

Emerson that Rousseau’s Confessions had been the book that most influenced her “ever since she 

began to think,” and Gordon Haight acknowledges that the  “Confessions affected her most 

strongly,” critics seem at a loss to explain the nature of that influence (Haight, GE 59).  Because 

Mary Ann “is not very explicit” and instead “indulges in uncharacteristically figurative and 

hyperbolic language every time she approaches an explanation of that influence,” most 

commentators have merely noted it and moved on (Argyros 29).  

 Rousseau’s influence was also highly dubious to Mary Ann’s friends as well as many of 

her contemporaries. Denigrated by most English nineteenth century writers, “Rousseau came to 

[Mary Ann] stigmatized as the most extreme of the negative thinkers of the eighteenth century, 

defensible perhaps as a necessary evil, but whose moral influence was wholly pernicious” 

(Dentith 42). In England, Rousseau had come to represent the excesses of the French Revolution, 

ever since “the rulers of revolutionary France translated the remains of Voltaire and Rousseau to 

the newly constructed Pantheon” (Duffy 1). Especially after the 1790 publication of Edmund 

Burke’s Reflections on the Revolution in France, Rousseau had become for the English “a 

cultural symbol—the polemical fabrication that the propaganda of Edmund Burke cast into an all 

but uncrackable mold” (Duffy 2). Auguste Comte wrote that Rousseau was guilty of the “most 

ignoble bassesses”[sic] in his private life, and that his Confessions attempted the “systematic 

justification of the most blamably wild behavior” (Cours de philosophie positive, qtd. in Dentith 
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44).  Mary Ann would later defend Rousseau by arguing that critics had “not made sufficient 

allowance for the social customs of Rousseau’s era, especially as they governed relations 

between the sexes” (Witemeyer 123). With such an appalling reputation, however, Rousseau 

hardly seemed a writer fit to inspire the young Mary Ann; yet she wrote to Sara Hennell that 

Rousseau was one of the “writers who have most profoundly influenced me—who have rolled 

away the waters from their bed raised new mountains and spread delicious valleys for me” (GEL 

1.277).   

 Here Mary Ann uses a biblical metaphor referring to the drying up of the waters of 

biblical flood (or as it was often called in Mary Ann’s era, the Deluge).  The Deluge would prove 

to be an important metaphor for Mary Ann as she employed it to criticize the nature of much 

Christian teaching, and here is one of the earliest examples of her usage in this context.  If we 

take a moment to briefly unpack the meaning of the metaphor as she uses it here, we will see just 

what Mary Ann is describing about her spiritual and intellectual journey at this particular 

moment: a moment shared by many other Victorian freethinkers.  

 In the Bible, God controls “the waters,” broadly defined as the oceans, seas, rivers, and 

the rain, and often God wields the waters as forces of judgment against his enemies. In Exodus, 

God parts the Red Sea so that Moses and the Israelites can pass through, and drowns the 

Egyptian army in pursuit. In Genesis, God floods the earth as a judgment upon the wickedness of 

humankind. As the waters cover even the mountains, only the chosen people of God (Noah and 

his family) and the animals in Noah’s ark survive. For believers, Noah’s ark was a symbol for 

God’s grace for the chosen, and the flood waters the symbol of God’s righteous judgment on the 

unbelieving.73  But for Mary Ann, as for many free-thinking Victorians, the story of the Deluge 

revealed a capricious and vindictive God who would take pleasure in drowning the wicked, and 
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represented the value system of blame, judgment and punishment (including the idea of hell) that 

Christian dogma embraced. If Mary Ann, raised with a fear of hell and shame, was formerly 

drowning in that fear of judgment, reading Rousseau became her secular salvation. 

 The idea that Rousseau could be a source of spiritual awakening as profound as the 

postdiluvian new-washed earth is perhaps not as ironic as it would seem, when we consider that 

he shared views that confirmed Mary Ann’s departure from dogmatic Christianity. Anticipating 

Comte and Feuerbach, Rousseau condemned “all dogmatic religions, for whom the essential is 

not what you do, but what you believe” (Confessions 46). Rousseau also wrote of the tendency of 

believers to “generally make God in their own likeness: the good make Him good; the bad make 

Him bad; the zealots, full of hate and bile, think only of hell, since they would like to see the 

whole world damned; gentle and loving souls can scarcely believe in it at all” (Confessions 223).  

Regarding hell, Rousseau faced its terrors much as had Mary Ann: “The fear of hell . . . now 

began little by little to trouble my sense of security, and if Maman had not reassured my soul, 

this appalling doctrine would in the end have upset my whole being” (Confessions 236).  In 

Émile, Rousseau recommends that the child not be raised in a religious faith; Rousseau “rejects 

divine revelation and miracles; he closes the Bible and opens the book of nature, written in a 

language all men can understand . . . In regard to other religions, he believes God rejects no 

homage that is sincere” (Patterson 28).  

 These ideas, which were so strongly influential for Mary Ann and so close to her current 

experience, provided key emotional support and psychological insight at a time when she was 

still trying plumb her own motivations. This support was so liberating that she could only 

compare it to an ecstatic spiritual experience: thus, while still living in Coventry, still caring for 

her ill father, and still attending church according to the agreement she reached with her father, 
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Mary Ann wrote of “the mighty rushing wind of [Rousseau’s] inspiration.” Here, Mary Ann 

likens Rousseau’s spirit to God’s breath that dried up the earth after the Deluge; as the flood 

receded, the mountains and valleys again appeared, and the world was newly washed and ready 

to begin anew. Much as Feuerbach would write of the “essence” or spirit of Christianity that 

needed to be divorced from the old dead doctrines, Mary Ann implies that there is a rejuvenating 

spirit in Rousseau much like the Holy Spirit of God.74   

 Mary wrote to Sara that Rousseau’s inspiration “has so quickened my faculties that I have 

been able to shape more definitely for my self ideas which had previously dwelt as dim 

‘ahnungen’ [“inklings” or “intuitions”] in my soul.” Before Mary Ann could shape those ideas 

for herself, she needed to have “old thoughts and prejudices” challenged, and Rousseau “fused 

together” these elements in new ways that enabled Mary Ann to “make new combinations” of 

her own (GEL 1.277). What were these “dim” intuitions lurking in Mary Ann’s soul?  

Rousseau’s rejection of doctrinal religion, although affirming, would not have been new to Mary 

Ann even then; she would have encountered these ideas in her discussions with the Brays, in 

Charles Hennell’s book, in Spinoza, and in the writings of other freethinkers. I would argue that 

Mary Ann used the word “inklings” or “intuitions” because she was referring to deeply-seated 

feelings and motivations; in reading Rousseau she found a kindred spirit with whom she could 

intensely identify, especially with the emotion that permeates Rousseau’s Confessions: shame.   

 The parallels are striking between Mary Ann’s emotional experience and Rousseau’s as 

he relates it in his Confessions. Both shared passions for nature and for music. Both were sent to 

boarding school very young and had traumatic formative experiences in the years spent away 

from home and family. Like Mary Ann, Rousseau had a “tender heart” and a strong craving for 

the affection and esteem of all surrounding him: “To be loved by all who came near me was my 
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most urgent wish” (Confessions 7, 13). Consequently, he was “always susceptible to shame” and 

was “more concerned about occasioning displeasure than about being chastised, for marks of 

disapprobation seemed more cruel to me than physical punishment” (Confessions 14, 4).  

Rousseau had moments when he was “so overcome by fear and shame that I would like to vanish 

from mortal sight” (35).  Moreover, the young Rousseau was such a people-pleaser that he 

modified his opinions to please others—even and especially his religious opinions—which also 

paralleled Mary Ann’s “chameleon-like” experience with her religious mentors (Cross 13). He 

wrote regarding his youthful conversion to the Catholic faith, urged by those who were 

supporting him and taking care of him:  

You might, if you were to judge me by my compliance in all this, think me 

deceitful; but you would be mistaken. I was perfectly sincere . . . . If someone 

treats us with kindness, we become attached to him; if we then assent to his 

opinions, this is not in order to deceive him, but so as not to disappoint him, and 

not to return evil for good. (Confessions 45)  

Rousseau’s concern with the dynamics of blame, shame and judgment colors the entire 

Confessions, which opens with an appeal to the “Supreme Judge” to: 

Assemble . . . the numberless host of my fellow-men; let them hear my 

confessions, let them groan at my unworthiness, let them blush at my 

wretchedness. Let each of them, here on the steps of your throne, in turn reveal 

his heart with the same sincerity; and then let one of them say to you, if he dares: 

I was better than that man. (5).  

Rousseau’s concern here is not what God thinks of him, but what his fellow-men think of him; 

they may blame him if they dare, but Rousseau dares them to be as open about their own 
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characters. The God of Les Confessions is not so much a judge as an arbiter. Rousseau wrote this 

after feeling betrayed and rejected by his friends and associates, and condemned, vilified, and 

exiled because of his writings. Mary Ann had a foretaste of this experience in the reactions of her 

family and old friends during the so-called holy war with her father, so she already had a dim 

presentiment of this future and was already trying to work out for herself a way through the 

upcoming trials.   

 Both Rousseau’s Confessions and his Dialogues (or “Rousseau judge of Jean-Jacques”) 

use storytelling as a way to explain and justify his actions; in the Dialogues, explains Patrick 

Coleman, “the author splits himself into two personalities. ‘Rousseau’ is the public man, engaged 

in discussion with an anonymous ‘Frenchman’ who wonders whether the author of Julie and 

Émile is as wicked a person as everyone says he is” (Coleman xxi). Rousseau “goes on to 

describe his own visit to ‘Jean-Jacques’, the falsely-maligned ‘author’, and reports back on his 

conversation with an innocent dreamer incapable of harbouring any hostile intentions  . . . The 

[Dialogues] represent a desperate effort to persuade the reader, to the point of incorporating him 

into the text and supplying him with a role within it” (Coleman, “Introduction” Confessions xxi). 

This desperate desire for justification, continually frustrated, eventually results in deep anger and 

indignation: Les Confessions fairly vibrates with that “prophetic rage” that “dream[ed] of a 

society simplified, purged of corruptions and inequalities”—and of false judgments (Willey 

270). 

 Rousseau argued that the propensity to shame based upon the desire for others’ approval 

was corrupting. “According to the Discourse on Inequality, concern for reputation is  . . . a 

distorting influence [that] should be resisted” (Coleman, “Introduction” Confessions xxiv). This 

may have been a new insight for Eliot, who up until then apparently regarded shame solely as a 
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moral barometer that revealed her own egoism (as she learned from The Linnet’s Life).  In Émile, 

Rousseau suggests that the child is to be educated so as “not to care about the criticisms of 

others” (Patterson 29). In his Confessions, Rousseau presented himself as a person who 

attempted to boldly stand apart from a concern for his reputation in order to be morally free and 

independent. However, his stand was misunderstood, and he was blamed and persecuted for his 

refusal to be governed by social expectations.  As Rousseau wrote, “judgments people have 

formed about me . . . were almost always false in the explanations that they offered about my 

conduct” (643).  We see here a precursor to Maggie Tulliver’s assertion to Tom that he cannot 

judge for her; Rousseau argues that we should not judge others by ourselves, but instead we 

should learn to know ourselves by comparison with another. His intent in writing Les 

Confessions was to provide that comparison.   

 Indeed, Rousseau “believed that in his own case the harm he had done resulted from his 

desire to avoid shame” (Coleman, “Introduction” Confessions xxiii). The incident from 

Rousseau’s Les Confessions that most clearly explicates his beliefs about the pernicious effects 

of fear of shame is in book two, where he describes how he stole a ribbon from his employer and 

then falsely accused another servant of the theft. Rousseau explains,  

Shortly afterwards I was stricken with remorse, but the presence of so many 

people was stronger than my repentance. It was not that I was afraid of being 

punished but that I was afraid of being put to shame; and I feared shame more 

than death, more than crime, more than anything in the world. I would have 

wanted the earth to swallow me up and bury me within its depths. It was shame 

alone, unconquerable shame, that prevailed over everything and was the cause of 

all my impudence; and the more criminal I became, the more my terror of having 



! ! )*++! __!

to admit it made me bold. All I could think of was the horror of being found out 

and being denounced, publicly and to my face, as a thief, a liar, a slanderer. The 

confusion that seized my whole being robbed me of any other feeling. If I had 

been given time to collect myself, I would unquestionably have admitted 

everything . . . But, when I needed encouragement, all I received was 

intimidation. (Confessions 84-5)75 

This infamous incident clearly shows Rousseau’s belief that, contrary to the teachings of 

philosophers such as Aristotle and Locke, fear of shame is not a moral force for good, but rather 

impedes morality. George Eliot would later demonstrate this psychological insight repeatedly in 

her fiction. Hetty Sorrel, Arthur Donnithorne, Godfrey Cass, Tito Melema, Nicholas Bulstrode, 

and Gwendolen Harleth: when confronted suddenly and harshly with their wrongdoing, they 

each give way to fear of shame, and try to hide their guilt. This decision has dire consequences 

for each one, and results in every case in the death or ruination of another, much as Rousseau 

was haunted that his actions left the falsely accused servant girl exposed to “wretchedness and 

destitution . . . Who knows to what extremes despair and injured innocence might not, at her age, 

have driven her?” (Confessions 83).   

 Rousseau also understood the impetus that shame gives to self-deception. In Les 

Confessions, Rousseau writes of his thinking as his conversion to Catholicism became imminent: 

“the more indignant I became with myself and the more I deplored the fate that brought me to 

this, as if this fate were not of my own making [by running away from his apprenticeship]” (62).   

However, his regret was:  

Undermined by too many secret desires not to be defeated . . . my stubborn 

determination not to return to Geneva, the shame, the difficulty . . . all these 
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combined to convince me that the remorseful stirrings of my conscience were a 

repentance that had come too late; I pretended, in other words, to reproach myself 

for what I had done in order to excuse what I was about to do. By exaggerating 

my past errors I was able to look upon their sequel as a necessary outcome . . . the 

sophism that was my undoing is almost universal among men, who complain of 

their lack of strength when it is already too late for this to be of any use. 

(Confessions 62)   

This passage resembles the situation of Geoffrey Cass at the moment when his wife is found 

dead in the snow in Silas Marner.  He is ashamed to admit that Eppie is his child. And when 

Rousseau writes about giving in to little inclinations and temptations, until we are in a situation 

that we can’t escape without “heroic efforts whose difficulty dismays us,” we are reminded of 

Arthur Donnithorne’s inability to confess his dalliance with Hetty to Mr. Irwine (Confessions 

63).  In Rousseau’s case, he writes, “I did not, strictly speaking, decide to become a Catholic; 

rather . . . I allowed myself to become accustomed to the idea, imaging all the while that some 

unforeseen event would rescue me from my difficulty” (Confessions 63).  Yet, Rousseau does 

convert to Catholicism; and in Eliot’s fictions, Arthur does seduce Hetty, Geoffrey Cass does not 

claim his dead wife and child, and Bulstrode does not seek out the legitimate heir to his 

inheritance. In fact, this passage highlights the moral courage of Maggie Tulliver when she turns 

back from her elopement with her cousin Lucy’s fiancé; it is a “heroic effort whose difficulty 

dismays us,” yet she makes it; not because she expects to be rescued but because she is accepting 

responsibility for the choice she allowed herself to literally drift into.  

 Mary Ann—whom A.S. Byatt has characterized as “skeptical, unconventional, [and] 

addicted to the daring, risqué nakedly self-revelatory and subversive Confessions”—may also 
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have found inspiration in the more shocking parts of Rousseau’s experiences ( ix).76 Coleman 

argues that Rousseau’s “shameful desires [were] for him a source of masochistic pleasure . . . the 

desire to feel shame itself” (xxvi).  Although he avoided pornography “as much from distaste as 

from shame,” Rousseau describes himself as having an “ardent, lascivious, and very precocious 

temperament” with strong imaginary sexual impulses, and being “dilatory in action because too 

ardent in desire” (Confessions 39-40).  Mary Ann herself could abundantly relate to being too 

ardent in desire; in fact, Hughes writes, “by the autumn of 1842 it was already a joke in the Bray-

Hennell circle that Mary Ann fell in love with everyone she met” (74). Moreover, Mary Ann 

seemed unable to conduct herself in socially acceptable ways around the men she desired. The 

previous year (late 1843), Eliot had just experienced an ambiguous relationship with Rufa 

Brabant’s father, Dr. Brabant. After Rufa’s wedding to Charles Hennell, Dr. Brabant invited 

Eliot to his home for a long visit to take Rufa’s place as a daughter. As Kathyrn Hughes tell it, 

“To have a charming, educated older man” showing interest in her “must have been intoxicating” 

to Eliot, and “she responded eagerly to his attentions” (66). Enraptured, Eliot wrote to Cara, “we 

read, walk and talk together, and I am never weary of his company” (GEL 1.165).  

 In short, it was “the sort of relationship that alarmed his women-folk, who sent her 

packing” two weeks early (Adams 3). Rufa later related the incident to John Chapman, who 

wrote in his diary that Mary Ann acted “in the simplicity of her heart and her ignorance of (or 

incapability of practicing) the required conventionalisms” (Haight, GE and John Chapman 186). 

Chapman also wrote that Dr. Brabant “acted ungenerously and worse” toward Mary Ann, “for 

though he was the chief cause of all that passed, he acted towards her as though the fault lay with 

her alone” (186). Afterward, Mary Ann would hide her embarrassment and chagrin under a 

façade of indifference, writing years later, “If I ever offered incense to him it was because there 
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was no other deity at hand and I wanted some kind of worship pour passer le temps” (GEL 

1.225). This was not the first time Mary Ann had found herself in an ambiguous sexual situation 

through being “too ardent in desire,” nor would it be the last. Kathyrn Hughes documents a 

“flirtatious” correspondence over several months in 1842 between Mary Ann and the Rev. 

Francis Watts, a married minister who had been enlisted to convince Mary Ann to return to the 

Christian fold. After she let her enthusiasm for him “overstep the mark,” he broke off the 

correspondence (Hughes 67). Later, a similar situation would be repeated with John Chapman, 

and then with Herbert Spencer.  In each case, Mary Ann would have to withdraw with chagrin 

and shame for having shown her attraction and desire too openly.   

 It is even possible that Mary Ann and Charles Bray were lovers.77  In the Bray-Hennell 

circle at Rosehill, this would not have been unusual, since Eliot would have witnessed the Brays’ 

quietly and discreetly open marriage. According to Hughes, both Charles Bray and Cara had 

“taken long-term lovers” (Hughes 60). Charles Bray’s lover was named Hannah Steane, by 

whom he had several children, one of whom he and Cara adopted in 1846. Bray separately 

maintained his alternate family nearby, although it appears he may once have tried to install 

Hannah as nursemaid at Rosehill, an arrangement that Cara apparently vetoed “when Hannah 

produced an illegitimate son, named Charles after his father” (Hughes 60). Cara Bray was herself 

in love with Edward Noel, “an illegitimate cousin of Byron’s wife, a poet, translator . . . also 

married with a family” (Hughes 61). Hughes writes that “once Noel’s wife died from 

consumption in 1845,” Noel became a “familiar fixture” at Rosehill (Hughes 61). According to 

John Chapman’s account in his diary, Cara had “been for years decidedly in love with Mr. Noel, 

and . . . Mr. Bray promotes her wish that Noel should visit Rosehill as much as possible” (GE 

and John Chapman 184-5). In light of the free-lovers surrounding her, perhaps Rousseau’s 
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example and his statement that sex “was nothing more than a principle of social regulation, 

which any sensible person could interpret, apply, or alter according to the spirit of the thing, 

without the least risk of offending God,” helped Mary Ann to adjust her views (Confessions 

225).78   

 Yet during this time when she was reading Rousseau and George Sand, and observing the 

unconventional morality at Rosehill, her father lay dying, and Mary Ann wrote that her love for 

her father was “the one deep strong love I have ever known” (GEL 1.283-4). She wondered, 

“What shall I be without my Father? It will seem as if a part of my moral nature were gone. I had 

a horrid vision of myself last night becoming earthly sensual and devilish for want of that 

purifying, restraining influence” (GEL 1.284). Whether or not Mary Ann was sexually 

experienced before her father’s death, these hints seem to indicate that she was intending to (or 

felt that she would inevitably) transgress her father’s morality once he was gone. She sensed that 

her life was about to undergo a momentous change from which there was no recovery.79    

 

J.A. Froude and The Nemesis of Faith 

 Three months before her father’s death, Eliot found another source of emotional 

inspiration in the writings of J.A. Froude. She read Froude’s novel The Nemesis of Faith and 

sympathized, not only with its account of a man shamed and rejected by society and family 

because of his religious doubts, but also with the fact that Froude himself was thrown out of 

Oxford for writing it.  In the story, the main character Markham is studying for the ministry, but 

plagued by doubts about the truth of Christian doctrines and the Bible. He is encouraged to take 

orders anyway, but after doing so finds he is unable to continue.  He walks away from the 

ministry and his religious faith.  The novel turns on the reaction of the faithful to Markham and 
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his apostasy: the apostate’s family “despise” him because of his choice, Froude noting the moral 

effect upon the hearts of the despisers: “where the baneful glance of contempt has once fallen, 

love is for ever banished” (Froude, Nemesis 82).  Thus shame is at the heart of the novel, and 

Eliot’s heart must have thrilled with sympathetic pity while reading Froude’s apostrophe to those 

“who look with cold eyes on such a one . . . and call him hard names, and think of him as . . . 

deserving all good men’s reproach!” (Froude, Nemesis 107).  Froude describes the shaming 

effects of this blame in words very much like those Eliot would later use in her fiction:  

What, is his cup not bitter enough, but that all the good, whose kindness at least, 

whose sympathy and sorrow, whose prayers he might have hoped for, that these 

must turn away from him, as from an offense, as from a thing forbid? (Froude, 

Nemesis 107)    

 Not only does Markham lose his faith and his family; their rejection makes Markham 

susceptible to the sympathy and affection of Helen, a married woman; his fall is thus inevitable, 

given that “Now for the first time he found himself loved for himself—slighted and neglected as 

he had been” by those whose religion he has abandoned (Froude, Nemesis 171).  In Froude’s 

account, it is not Markham’s unbelief, but rather the judgment and blame of the self-righteous 

that pushes Markham toward his doom. He and Helen eventually become lovers, and they make 

plans to run away together. However, Markham, being a religious sort, cannot shake the feeling 

that their love is immoral. His sense of shame eventually motivates Markham to repent of his sin; 

but Froude demonstrates that this shame makes Markham less sympathetic toward others rather 

than more sympathetic.  Concern for his own soul leads Markham to abandon his lover Helen 

and enter a monastery, where a religiously dogmatic religion provides not comfort but 

condemnation. 
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 There was a mark upon him, a miserable spell, a moral pestilence, which made 

him his own hell, and tainted whatever he approached . . . . His remorse 

overwhelmed his sympathy with her . . . . She belonged to the old life which he 

had flung off, and he endeavoured only to remember her in an agony of shame. 

(Nemesis 203, 222) 

Markham leaves Helen’s life in ruins, and for Froude, this was the antithesis of ethical behavior. 

The novel ends with Markham in this bitter and downcast lonely state: Markham’s return to 

religion provided no consolation, only more shame and suffering.   

 For Mary Ann, this ending could only have been confirmation that doctrinal Christianity 

was indeed the Giant’s Bed of her generation. In her review of Froude’s The Nemesis of Faith for 

the Coventry Herald and Observer, Eliot used Biblical language similar to the language she had 

used about Rousseau, declaring herself “in companionship with a spirit who is transfusing 

himself into our souls, and is vitalizing them” (Ashton, “George Eliot: Selected Critical 

Writings” 15).  Mary Ann likened the experience of reading the book to “magic,” or to being 

miraculously healed of blindness: “We seem to have been bathing in a pool of Siloam, and to 

have come forth reeling” (15). This is an interesting analogy, which likens Froude to Jesus. 

According to New Testament (John chapter 9), Jesus healed a blind man by spitting on the 

ground and making mud and then applying it to the man’s eyes, and then telling him to “go wash 

in the Pool of Siloam.”  He did so and “came back seeing.”  In Mary Ann’s analogy, Froude’s 

novel—which was very controversial, not least because it contained many incidents “of a 

questionable character”—could be seen as the mud that still somehow healed the man.80   

 After reading The Nemesis of Faith, Mary Ann also read Froude’s earlier book, The 

Shadows of the Clouds (1847). The book details the horrifying childhood experiences of 
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“Edward Fowler,” yet there is abundant evidence that Froude was writing from his own 

childhood experience. Like Rousseau, Froude experienced several shameful and traumatic events 

that shaped his character and his future struggles. Froude’s older brother, Hurrell, “terroriz[ed] 

his baby brother by the process known in the family as ‘funny tormenting,’” which meant that he 

was viciously bullied; his brother also terrified him “with tales of a frightful fiend named 

Penigre, which inhabited a hollow behind the house” (Wiley 110). The torture continued after 

Froude went to boarding school, where between the ages of eleven and fifteen “he suffered every 

kind of bullying and brutality” (Wiley 110). This had a catastrophic effect upon his character, as 

“he became demoralized and took to skulking, lying and malingering . . . Worst of all, there was 

no lovingkindness at home to fall back upon” (Wiley 110). Froude’s father, like Eliot’s own 

father, was stern and rigidly judgmental. He had no sympathy with the torment Froude suffered, 

since “boys deserved what they got”: a contemptuous dismissal of Froude’s character (Wiley 

110).  Froude’s removal from school at age fifteen, although a relief, was also shameful, since he 

returned home in disgrace, and his “ignominy was kept fresh by a variety of petty humiliations” 

at the hands of his brother and father (Wiley 110).81  The moral of Shadows of the Clouds is 

relayed by the narrator of the first story, “The Trials of the Spirit,” about the tendency to falsely 

judge others through being ignorant of “the strange laws which govern the moulding of [men] 

into characters . . . . The same temptation acts as variously on different men, as the same 

temperature on metals and gases;” and “all these things must infinitely modify our judgment on 

the sinfulness of the individual that falls before them” (Froude Shadows 6).   

 When Mary Ann embarked upon her London literary career as Marian Evans, she was to 

subsequently identify those judgmental individuals with a term that Thomas Carlyle made 

popular in England: the philster, or Philistine. The Philistine is a reference to Old Testament 
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giants such as Goliath; like Procrustes, the Giant who tries to make his captives fit his own bed, 

the Philistine insists on his own standard of judgment and holds all to it.  Although Marian would 

have come across this idea in Feuerbach, Les Confessions again provided her a precursor to this 

idea. Rousseau wrote, “We make ourselves the measure of everything, and it is precisely here 

that the double illusion of our self-regard lies in wait for us . . . in our attributing falsely to those 

whom we seek to judge the motives that would have made us, in their place, act as they have 

done” (Confessions 643). As Marian would describe it in her 1854 essay “The Natural History of 

German Life,”   

We imagine the Philister is the personification of the spirit which judges 

everything from a lower point of view than the subject demands—which judges 

the affairs of the parish from the egoistic or purely personal point of view—which 

judges the affairs of the nation from the parochial point of view, and does not 

hesitate to measure the merits of the universe from the human point of view. 

(Ashton, GE Essays 292-3)  

As Marian wryly noted, English society was full of such giants: “He is always in the majority, 

and is the main element of unreason and stupidity in the judgment of a ‘discerning public’” 

(Ashton, GE Essays 292).  

 Marian’s ability to escape these giants would depend in large part upon her growing 

ability to avoid the double bind of the Giant’s bed, and to make choices based upon her own 

moral code rather than upon others’ opinions and judgments. The time she spent in Geneva 

contributed to her growing moral confidence and independence; a confidence she would need 

when she returned to London as Marian Evans and took up the life of a public intellectual in the 

household of John Chapman. Gordon Haight includes in the George Eliot Letters a word-portrait 
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of Marian at that period, written by “William Hale White, who lived in Chapman's house for two 

years while George Eliot was there”:82 

 She was really one of the most skeptical, unusual creatures I ever knew, 

and it was this side of her character which to me was the most attractive. She told 

me that it was worth while to undertake all the labour of learning French if it 

resulted in nothing more than reading one book -- Rousseau's "Confessions." That 

saying was perfectly symbolical of her, and reveals more completely what she 

was, at any rate in 1852-54, than page after page of attempt on my part at critical 

analysis.  

 I can see her now, with her hair over her shoulders, the easy chair half 

sideways to the fire, her feet over the arms, and a proof in her hands, in that dark 

room at the back of No. 142, and I confess I hardly recognize her in the pages of 

Mr. Cross's -- on many accounts -- most interesting volumes. I do hope that in 

some future edition, or in some future work, the salt and spice will be restored to 

the records of George Eliot's entirely unconventional life. (GEL 1.xv-xvi)  

 

This chapter has been such an attempt: to recover the exhilaration and relief Mary Ann 

experienced at her release from fear and shame; to explore some of the texts that helped inspired 

that release; and to explain her deep, but ultimately productive, anger at those who had enslaved 

her in the Giant’s Bed of shame and dogma. The insights she gained from Froude and Rousseau 

paved the way for the next phase of her intellectual and emotional journey, as editor of the 

Westminster Review, and the scandalous lover of a married man, G.H. Lewes; and also for the 

transformations that would take her from writing essays to her life’s work of writing fiction.  
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Chapter Two 

The Prophetic Mythos of Shame in Scenes of Clerical Life 

 “Are you fond of the study of unfulfilled prophecy?” the young Mary Ann Evans wrote 

to her mentor Maria Lewis on November 6, 1838. This is the beginning of an exchange of letters 

regarding Mary Ann’s interest in apocalyptic prophecy: a “youthful interest . . . [that] has gone 

largely unremarked,” yet a discourse in which she immersed herself during her Evangelical 

phase, and which would have far-reaching effects, not only on her life, but also on her fiction 

writing as George Eliot (Carpenter 3). Over the course of a decade, Mary Ann moved from 

taking apocalyptic prophecy seriously in her Christian faith, to being disillusioned by the 

sectarian squabbling surrounding the Tractarian movement, to delving into ecclesiastical history 

and consequently losing her Christian faith, to exploring the secular Religion of Humanity, and 

finally to embracing the serious study of comparative religious mythologies. As George Eliot, 

she would utilize all this knowledge and experience to deploy a prophetic framework as a 

structure for her fiction, against which to explore—and criticize—the roots of shame in English 

culture. Scenes of Clerical Life is her first attempt at this project, in which she exposes the 

exclusionary spirit of religious, political, and social discourse in England between the French 

Revolution and the First Reform Bill, an era inflamed by apocalyptic fear-mongering and a 

conservative political mythology of the French Revolution. According to popular eschatology, 

the French Revolution had been one of the signs that the Final Judgment was near, and 

interpretations of apocalyptic prophecy abounded.!$%&#!W/+023!G%&S*31*&!2"0*&R*0P!!
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Mary Ann’s letter to Maria gives the flavor of the discourse:     

The vagaries of the Irvingites and the blasphemies of Joanna Southcote together 

with the fanciful interpretations of more respectable names have been regarded as 

beacons, and have caused many persons to hold all diving into the future plans of 

Providence as the boldest presumption; but I do think that a sober and prayerful 

consideration of the mighty revolutions ere long to take place in our world would 

by God's blessing serve to make us less groveling, more devoted and energetic in 

the service of God. (GEL 1.10)84  

Mary Ann is referring to “the followers of Edward Irving (1792-1834), whose prophecy of the 

second coming of Christ to occur 11 August 1835 had aroused much excitement;” and to Joanna 

Southcote, who upon her death in 1814 had left a sealed box of ‘prophecies’ that aroused much 

speculation. Haight notes that the box, “when opened in 1927, was found to contain nothing of 

interest” (GEL 1.10 note). 85  

 At the time of her letters to Maria Lewis, the Tractarian Controversy was raging; along 

with the political and religious animosities raised in England by the Roman Catholic Relief Bill 

passed in 1829, this caused intense scrutiny of ecclesiastical history and prophetic schemes. 

Multitudinous tracts, books, articles, and sermons argued for varying timelines and 
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interpretations, while apocalyptic literature denouncing the Roman Catholic Church and Popery 

as the Antichrist.86 It may be hard for us now, in a more secular age, to appreciate the intensity of 

this interest (although prophets still periodically predict the end of the world); but disputes 

pervaded every form of discourse. While Dissent had at last been grudgingly tolerated because it 

was at least Protestant, Catholic Emancipation was regarded by many as threatening the very 

identity of England itself. At this point in her life, Mary Ann Evans was provincial; she had been 

raised in a conservative Tory family that deplored revolution and accepted reform reluctantly; 

and she was steeped in a Protestant religious tradition that regarded the Catholic Church with 

suspicion. Thus, the Tractarian Movement was depicted by its detractors, including Mary Ann, 

as a compromise with “the members of a church carrying on her brow the prophetical epithets 

applied by St. John to the Scarlet beast, the Mystery of iniquity” (GEL 1.26).87 

 Despite her doubts, however, Mary Ann was reading Tracts of the Times as they came 

out, along with other Tractarian literature (as well as anti-Tractarian bromides). Her interest in 

the prophetic timeline that accompanied these arguments seems to have been the driving force 

behind her desire to create a chart of Ecclesiastical history. In a letter to Maria Lewis (March 30, 

1840), Mary Ann described her conception of the plan:  

The series of perpendicular columns will successively contain, the Roman 

Emperors with their dates, the political and religious state of the Jews, the 

bishops, remarkable men and events in the several churches, a column being 

devoted to each of the chief ones, the aspect of heathenism and Judaism toward 

Christianity, the chronology of the Apos[tolical] and Patristical writings, schisms 

and heresies, General Councils, eras of corruption, under which head the remarks 

would be general, and I thought possibly an application of the Apocalyptic 
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prophecies, which would merely require a few figures and not take up room. 

(GEL 1.44-45) 88  

The scope of this chart shows that Mary Ann was taking a broad view of the topic and trying to 

understand its implications. In subsequent exchanges of letters with Maria and with Martha 

Jackson, who both sent her charts they had come across, we discover that Mary Ann’s interest 

had intensified, especially in the areas of schism in the church, prophecy, and “pseudo-

prophecies” (GEL 1.42).89 However, her research was producing unintended consequences: the 

study of prophecy, heresies, and all their conflicting interpretations, was seriously undermining 

the young Mary Ann’s faith.  

I shall soon hate heretics as vehemently as any papist can desire, for both their 

wide uniformity and their narrow differences are as Chrissey would say, 

pestering. Certain divines enjoin us to consult ecclesiastical records for the 

settling of our faith, a result the very opposite to what they appear likely to 

produce, in my humble and narrow apprehension. (GEL 1.46)  

The problem for Mary Ann was disillusionment with the “visible church,” since there had been 

discord, schisms, and heresies since Christianity’s very inception, of which the current disputes 

were just the latest incarnation. One example of this type of discussion was Isaac Taylor’s 

Ancient Christianity, and the Doctrines of the Oxford Tracts for the Times, which was published 

in eight parts, 1839-40.90  Mary Ann subscribed to this and passed along the parts to the Sibree 

family, and Gordon Haight suggests that its polemical tone and emphasis upon ancient discord in 

the church seriously undermined her faith.91    

 Mary Ann’s discomfort with the emotional tenor of the dispute had been evident from the 

beginning of the exchange of letters with Maria and Martha:  
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You allude to the religious or rather irreligious contentions that form so prominent 

a feature in the aspect of public affairs, a subject, you will perhaps be surprised to 

hear me say, full of interest to me, and on which I am unable to shape an opinion 

for the satisfaction of my mind. I think no one feels more difficulty in coming to a 

decision on controverted matters than myself. I do not mean that I have not 

preferences, but however congruous a theory may be with my notions, I cannot 

find that comfortable repose that others appear to possess after having made their 

election of a class of sentiments. (GEL 1.25 emphasis mine)  

Mary Ann’s language here is the language of emotion, and her choice to call the various 

positions a “class of sentiments” suggests that it was not so much the content of those positions, 

but their dogmatic feeling, that disturbed her. The “irreligious contentions” of the various 

factions often consisted in the parties blaming and excluding each other from the church, and in 

various ad hominem attacks on each other as antichrist.92 In this early letter (May 20, 1839), 

Mary Ann herself engages in such an attack against the Tractarians for their adherence to Rome; 

but this may be the position that she felt Maria wanted her to take (her sensitivity to others’ 

opinions being well documented). There is also evidence in the same letter that Mary Ann was 

attracted to those who argued for unity in the church rather than dogmatic schism (although at 

this point “the church” meant varieties of Protestantism):    

I have been reading the new prize essay on Schism by Professor Hoppus, and 

Milner's Church History since I last wrote to you. The former ably expresses the 

tenets of those who deny that any form of Church government is so clearly 

dictated in Scripture as to possess a Divine right, and consequently to be binding 

on Christians. The latter you know exhibits the views of a moderate evangelical 
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episcopalian on the inferences to be drawn from ecclesiastical remains; he equally 

repudiates the loud assertion of a jus divinum, to the exclusion of all separatists 

from the visible church. (GEL 1.25-26) 93   

This idea of Divine Right or jus divinum was a sticking point for Mary Ann because it dictated 

“the exclusion of all separatists” from the “visible church.”  Thus, the argument of the “prize 

essay” by John Hoppus, titled Schism, As Opposed to Unity in the Church: Especially in the 

Present Time (1838), may have been particularly congenial to her taste. Hoppus composed the 

essay in response to the following prompt advertised in newspapers and journals:  

The Scriptures having much insisted on the Unity of the Church of Christ, and as 

strongly condemned the sin of Schism, Sir Culling Eardley Smith wishes to offer 

a Prize of £100, for the Best Essay on this subject. The Essayist should write in a 

christian spirit. He should derive his views of the nature of the Sin exclusively 

from the Scriptures. He should be eminently candid and impartial, in specifying 

the instances in which either churches or individuals are guilty of it. While 

leading his readers to perceive a schismatical spirit, where it exists, in Creeds, 

Formularies, or Laws, he should also compel them to detect and to condemn it in 

themselves. He should expose the various disguises which it assumes. He should 

exhibit its exceeding sinfulness. He should develop the mischievous consequences 

to which it leads. And, lastly, he should suggest the means by which we may 

endeavour to expel it from our own hearts, from our societies, and from the whole 

Church of Christ.  --April, 1837 94    

By late 1840, Mary Ann disgustedly likened the furor to a pack of wild beasts that “bite and 

devour each other. What pity that . . . doctrines infinitely important to man are buried in a 
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charnel heap of bones over which nothing is heard but the barks and growls of contention” (GEL 

1.122). 

 In the first chapter of this dissertation, I have documented GE’s sensitivity to blame and 

shame, and her opposition to the use of totalizing judgments against others. In these letters, we 

see an extension of that sensitivity to the field of theological and doctrinal dispute. However 

much a class of opinions might appeal to her mind, her emotions could not bear the exclusionary, 

blaming tone of the discourse. However, once Mary Ann moved to Coventry, she was exposed to 

a milieu in which such totalizing judgments and theological disputes, and even the tenor of the 

course of history, were turned inside out. Instead of hearing that political and sectarian squabbles 

were signs of the Last Judgment—and that one’s eternal destiny might be determined by the 

position one took in those squabbles—Mary Ann heard at Rosehill that history was progressing, 

the French Revolution was a sign of this progress, and a new epoch of unity and fraternity was at 

hand: and all of this was included in something called the Religion of Humanity.  

The Religion of Humanity and the Eternal Evangel 

 Mary Ann Evans’s loss of Christian faith in the early 1840s is well documented. The 

Brays and Hennells introduced her to principles of higher criticism in 1841, beginning with 

Charles Hennell’s An Inquiry into the Origins of Christianity. Charles Bray introduced her to the 

doctrine of philosophical necessity, Cara Bray to the tenets of Universalism. In January 1842, 

she announced her loss of faith to her family by refusing to attend church with her father, causing 

the crisis within her family she termed the Holy War.95 Mary Ann read Spinoza’s Tractus 

Theologico-Politicus in 1843 and began a translation of it, which she apparently finished in 

1849, although it was never published and the manuscript has not been found. In 1844, she began 

her translation of David Strauss’s Das Leben Jesu. The Rosehill circle “introduced her at once to 
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the great social and political movements seething in the wake of the Reform Bill -- Chartism, 

Trades Unionism, Catholic Emancipation, Free Trade and the Anti-Corn Law League, 

Cooperatives, Robert Owen's Socialism, and sanitary reform” (GEL.xliv). They also introduced 

her to Auguste Comte’s system of thought, broadly called the Religion of Humanity. While Mary 

Ann was later to eschew the extreme developments of Comte’s system, she was initially attracted 

to his ideas, in part because they provided a new and inclusive scheme of teleology. The three 

stages of Comtean thought provided a substitute for the Christian dispensationalism of Old 

Testament, New Testament, and Millennium (or the Apocalyptic version of Catholic, Protestant, 

and purified true church of the New Jerusalem). Comte’s was an inclusive system whereby all of 

humankind was on a journey of spiritual and moral development. Moreover, this religion had a 

prophetic tradition: the Eternal Evangel.  

 Margery Reeves and Warwick Gould’s book, Joachim of Fiore and the Myth of the 

Eternal Evangel in the Nineteenth Century (1987), traces the influence of this prophetic tradition 

in Victorian culture, including George Eliot, D.G. Rossetti, Matthew Arnold, Walter Pater, Oscar 

Wilde, and into the twentieth century, with Yeats and Lawrence. Joachim of Fiore taught “that 

the pattern of history bears the imprint of the Trinity…the progressive self-revelation of this 

triune God falls into three great stages…each associated with one of the three Persons [Father, 

Son, and Holy Spirit]; that the third [stage]…of the Holy Spirit, is still to come, bringing 

mankind to its full fruition” (Reeves and Gould 8).96 This third stage of the Spirit, called the 

Eternal Evangel by Joachim’s followers, caught the imagination of many zealots and reformers 

throughout the following centuries, some of whom asserted the Eternal Evangel superseded the 

authority of the Church and of the Scriptures.97 It occupied a rich tradition in Renaissance 

literature (Joachim appears in Dante’s Paradiso), and there is a long and critical discourse about 
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the transmission and influence of Joachimism on various secret societies, prophetic beliefs, and 

apocalyptic movements throughout the history of the Catholic Church in Europe, much of which 

George Eliot would draw upon in her background research for Romola.98  

 However, she probably came across the myth much earlier, since “Protestant polemicists, 

collecting all the weapons of anti-Roman propaganda they could gather from the Middle Ages, 

found much to their purpose in medieval Joachimism. In the great arsenals of Protestant warfare . 

. . the Joachimists figure largely” (Reeves and Gould 15). Protestants of course objected to the 

idea of anything that could supersede the Scriptures, “as a blasphemy which only the wicked 

Roman Church could have harboured;” Reeves and Gould cite as an example a sermon by John 

Donne (16, n. 26). Conversely, “Joachim is cited as a powerful witness to the identification of 

Antichrist with the pope and more generally for denouncing Rome as the New Babylon or the 

Whore of Babylon . . . In England, examples of this treatment are found in the writings of John 

Bale, John Foxe, and John Knox and, in the early seventeenth century, William Perkins” (16). As 

well, “Joachim’s Expositio was read by some as a prophetic analysis of the stages of history, 

particularly through the seven seals [of Revelation]. Thus Bale and Foxe use Joachim as an 

authority on prophecy fulfilled, as does Brightman in the early seventeenth century” (16-17).  

 What seems clear is that Mary Ann Evans could hardly have missed coming across 

references to Joachim and the Eternal Evangel in her researches for her Ecclesiastical Chart, 

especially because she had access to the well-stocked library at Arbury for her research.99 

However, even if she did not read about him then, she certainly encountered his ideas through 

the Brays, Hennells, and Comte, since theories of Joachimism influenced the French socialist 

writers propounding the Religion of Humanity. A detailed examination of the various forms of 

the Religion of Humanity in the early- to mid- nineteenth century would encompass mainly 



! ! )*++! NM^!

French socialist thinkers such as Saint-Simon, Auguste Comte, and Pierre Leroux; George Sand 

and her circle; and French historiographers Jules Michelet and Edgar Quinet.100 Mary Ann Evans 

read all of these writers during the 1840s, and met many of them either at Rosehill or at the 

house of John Chapman. Mary Ann was especially moved by the writings of George Sand.  

 In the mid-1830s, George Sand was also searching for “une vérité éternelle” [one eternal 

truth], and “became Leroux’s ardent disciple” in Joachimism (92). Her novel Spiridion (the 1842 

version) was an “openly Joachimist allegory” in which the French Revolution was “‘le 

commencement du règne de l’Evangile eternal prophétisé par nos pères’” [The beginning of the 

reign of the Eternal Evangel prophesied by our fathers] (Sand, quoted in Reeves and Gould 97). 

The novel was very popular, and was “soon translated into English and read by George Eliot, 

Arnold, and others” (Reeves and Gould 97-8).101 We know that Mary Ann had read the novel by 

1845, probably through the influence of her friend Sara Sophia Hennell, since Evans referred to 

the novel in a letter to Sara Hennell in 1845, and again in another letter to Sara in 1848, both 

letters treating the novel as a source of some secret affectionate understanding between them.  

 Sara also had a deep and abiding interest in prophetic discourse, and won an essay prize 

in 1851 on the topic of the Antichrist, and another in 1857 on the topic of the Last Judgment. In 

1860 the two essays were combined, and printed as The Early Christian Anticipation of an 

Approaching End of the World, and Its Bearing upon the Character of Christianity as a Divine 

Revelation.102 At about the same time Sara also published Thoughts in Aid of Reflection (1860), 

which covered some of the same ground. Sara cited German higher criticism at length in her 

discussion of the failure of traditional Jewish and Christian interpretations of Biblical prophecy. 

She argued that apocalyptic discourse was a natural development from the egoistic assumptions 

of the Hebrews—and then of the Christians—that that they were God’s “chosen” people, whom 
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God would save in spectacular fashion from their enemies. The Messiah was expected to be this 

deliverer, but when Christ did not overthrow the Romans, the disciples seized upon the 

understanding that Christ would return again soon, in a so-called “second coming,” to judge the 

world and avenge the Christian martyrs who were dying in the persecutions.  

 Sara pointed especially to Mackay’s Rise and Progress of Christianity (1854) as a source 

for her argument that Nero was the Antichrist figure about which the apostles and early 

Christians wrote, in expectation of the return of Christ and the overthrow of Rome. However, 

when Rome destroyed Jerusalem—but no apocalypse occurred—the spirit of antichrist came to 

be associated with doubters in the return of Christ, and eventually with heretics who invented 

doctrines to explain why Christ had not returned. Apocalyptic discourse thus became a form of 

spiritual and fleshly defensiveness that appealed to the lowest common denominator in human 

character. It was only in recent times, Sara suggested, that thinkers such as Comte, Feuerbach, 

Strauss, G.H. Lewes, and Spencer (she neglected Spinoza) began to throw off the egoistic 

assumption of exclusivity, to reject the idea of a final judgment, and to understand that the laws 

of human development would provide all the judgment needed.      

 Mary Ann found another source of these ideas in the writing of French historiographers 

Edgar Quinet and Jules Michelet, who interpreted the French Revolution as a fulfillment of the 

original teaching of Christ. In the Coventry Herald and Observer (30 October 1846), Mary Ann 

reviewed an English translation of their writing, entitled Christianity, in its Various Aspects, 

from the Birth of Christ to the French Revolution.103 Bound together were three works by Quinet 

and Michelet: one, produced jointly, called The Jesuits; one by Michelet called Priests, Women, 

and Families; and the final one, a series of lectures by Quinet, entitled Christianity and the 

French Revolution. Mary Ann’s review in the Coventry Herald covered only the first two, 
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because, as Mary Ann related in a letter to Sara, Cara Bray had “run away with” the book and 

prevented Eliot from getting to it in time to review it thoroughly by the deadline (see GEL 

1.224). When one reads Quinet’s Christianity and the French Revolution—as Mary Ann surely 

did when she got it back from Cara—one finds that Quinet argued that Christianity in its 

primitive state was democratic, and that French Revolutionary principles were the working out of 

the original intent of Christ, before Christianity became corrupted by dogma and authority.104 

 Quinet argued that the doctrine of divine right produced “humiliation” (that is, shame) in 

the mind of those subjected to it; divine right “imposed upon France, thus humiliated, the 

humiliation of the human mind” (Quinet 9, emphasis original). Quinet connected this humiliation 

to the “idea of predestination” that divided the world into two groups,  

those who thus place themselves on one side, and banish to the other almost all 

the human race, admitting for themselves I know not what formula, splendour, 

and God of privilege, and for all others, for the spirit of multitudes, everlasting, 

boundless, unfathomable darkness. (Quinet 51, 18-19, emphasis original)  

This connection between spiritual privilege and divine right “recognizes and sanctions the 

inequality of Jacob and Esau” (Quinet 51).105 For Quinet and Michelet, the doctrine of 

predestination or election, of “arbitrary grace”—which Quinet traced back through Calvin’s 

writings to St. Augustine’s The City of God —banished the possibility of justice and justified the 

abuse of power by the chosen (Michelet 24-25). Thus, the Eternal Evangel was to destroy divine 

right in order to restore justice and fulfill, finally, the Gospel of Christ to the world.  

 Therefore, Quinet argued, the church ought not to fear the Higher Critics of the world 

who attempted to undercut the authority of the scriptures, since the Gospel will instead be written 

into the very structure of democratic society: 
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From Lessing to Strauss, how many pages [of the Scriptures] have been torn 

away, and carried into the abyss! . . . England is exasperated at the audacity of 

Germany: they know not where to take shelter! . . . . But how do they know that 

God may not be willing, some day or other, to withdraw the book itself, so that 

the word, the thought, the soul, may live without the bond of the letter?  When the 

child knows his lesson, the master makes him shut the page . . . For eighteen 

hundred years man has been satisfied with reading the Gospel: this is not enough; 

it is henceforth necessary that he should write it himself upon the surface of the 

earth, upon the brow of nations . . . in laws, institutions, and new charters. When 

the book shall be everywhere, not upon a perishable leaf, but in living things, 

people will no longer awake every morning inquiring of one another, whether 

some learned man has not, peradventure, destroyed, in the night, a verse or 

chapter; humanity will feel easy about the sacred volume, when she has engraved 

and printed it, in permanent characters, on the surface of the world; neither the 

wind nor criticism will any longer carry away its pages.” (Quinet 112-113, from 

the trans. of C. Cocks) 106   

While Quinet and Michelet traced these ideas back through the history of the Catholic Church, 

other writers traced them through Jewish sources and writings, including those of Benedict 

(Baruch) Spinoza.   

 

Spinoza’s Tractatus Theologico-Politicus 

 Mary Ann translated portions of Spinoza’s Tractatus Theologico-Politicus as early as 

1843. She resumed the translation in March 1949 at the urging of Charles Bray, but gave it up 
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again upon her father’s death at the end of May (GEL 1.231-32; GEL 1.279-81). Mary Ann’s 

translation of the Tractatus has not been found, nor do we know what edition of Spinoza she 

used, although in January 1843 and again in February 1847 she was using a volume borrowed 

from Dr. Brabant, and then asked Charles Bray to get her the same edition from London (see 

GEL 1.158 n. 476; GEL 1.231-2). It is unknown whether she finished the translation, but five 

years later in Berlin, while her partner G.H. Lewes wrote his Life of Goethe, Eliot began to 

translate Spinoza’s Ethics from the Latin, a task she finished in 1856 back in England shortly 

before she began to write her first fiction.107 Neither of her translations was published in her 

lifetime, mainly because there was a miscommunication between G.H. Lewes and the proposed 

publisher. If the Ethics had been published in 1856, it would have been the first translation of 

Spinoza into English.108  I restrict my comments here to the influence of the Tractatus, and will 

discuss Spinoza’s Ethics later in my discussion of Adam Bede.  

 It seems evident that what prompted Mary Ann’s early interest in Spinoza, especially his 

Tractatus Theologico-Politicus (hereafter referred to as TTP to distinguish it from another 

treatus, the Tractatus Politicus), was her growing frustration with the divisions evident in 

ecclesiastical history: in the TTP, Spinoza addressed the same concerns.109  In G.H. Lewes’s 

Biographical History of Philosophy (1846), he describes Spinoza’s TTP as concerned with the 

nature of ecclesiastical power. Lewes notes with irony that Spinoza’s home, Holland, “This land 

of political freedom—this ark of refuge for the persecuted of all nations” was also “disturbed by 

theological faction . . . the implacable war of party” within the state religion (3.123-4). Spinoza’s 

solution to political and religious discord reflects the solution that Eliot discovered for herself in 

the holy war with her father: since “outward observances” must be regulated “for the sake of 

public tranquility,” they must be restricted to a basic practice that everyone can agree with; 
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“liberty of thought” however, must be free (Lewes 124). As Matthew Arnold later (1865) 

paraphrased Spinoza’s thoughts in this regard,  

Spinoza sees that the life and practice of Christian nations professing the religion 

of the Bible, are not the due fruits of the religion of the Bible; he sees only hatred, 

bitterness, and strife, where he might have expected to see love, joy, and peace in 

believing; and he asks himself the reason of this. . . . The comments of men, 

Spinoza said, had been foisted into the Christian religion; the pure teaching of 

God had been lost sight of. He determined, therefore, to go again to the Bible, to 

read it over and over with a perfectly unprejudiced mind, and to accept nothing as 

its teaching which it did not clearly teach. (Arnold, “Spinoza and the Bible” 

n.p.)110  

What Spinoza found there was what he called a basic ecumenical creed: there is a supreme God 

that loves justice and charity; obedience to that God means to live in justice and charity toward 

others. Anyone who does so is acceptable to God: there is no such thing as an elect or chosen 

people in God’s sight. (Spinoza argued that God told the Hebrews that they were a chosen people 

only in deference to their primitive political and moral development; that they were not chosen 

or elect, except as they were obedient to God; and that other religions also had the same 

promises). The public religion, Spinoza concluded, ought then to emphasize actions of justice 

and charity, and leave all other theological speculation aside for private debate.    

 However controversial Spinoza’s ideas, it was his harrowing experience of being 

“excommunicated and officially anathemized” for his writings that most strongly appealed to 

many Victorians (Kirschner 8). Eliot’s partner G.H. Lewes was initially attracted to Spinoza’s 

thought “because [Spinoza] was an outcast, for as I was then suffering the social persecution 
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which embitters all departure from accepted creeds, I had a rebellious sympathy with all 

outcasts” (qtd. in Redinger 242).111 Lewes was not the only one who sympathized with Spinoza’s 

outcast state: devotees included Matthew Arnold, James Martineau, F.D. Maurice, William Hale 

White, Leslie Stephen, and even the evolutionary scientist T.H. Huxley (Kirschner 3-5). In fact, 

“all the nineteenth-century commentators emphasize the theme of exile” in Spinoza’s life—a 

theme that would have resonated deeply with George Eliot (Kischner 8).112 Ruby Redinger 

writes that while Eliot “revered” Spinoza, she could not accept the complete excommunication 

from human society that Spinoza endured as a result of his writings; she “could not permit 

herself to become a Spinoza” (383).  

 From all of the above writings, Mary Ann understood that the animating spirit beneath 

political and religious discord was the spirit of party fueled by the doctrine of election (or divine 

right), and that the unity and progress of humankind demanded a new kind of spirit. However, 

translating this continental understanding into terms British readers would understand and 

embrace was another task, and a difficult one. British conservatives interpreted the French 

Revolution in apocalyptic terms, perhaps best exemplified (outside of church discourse) through 

the writing of Thomas Carlyle.    

 

The English Mythology of the French Revolution 

 Mary Ann’s letters at this time indicate that she discussed politics and books regularly 

with the Coventry circle. Her letters to John Sibree are quite political in places, especially in 

early 1848, when the (third) French Revolution broke out—a development that she hailed with 

delight, especially that Sibree shared her “revolutionary ardour…you are just as sancoulottish 

and rash as I would have you” (GEL 1.252-56). She asked him if he had read “Carlyle’s article in 
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last week’s Examiner” about the revolution, and noted that she wished she could have 

“witness[ed] such a scene as that of the men of the barricade bowing to the image of Christ ‘who 

first taught fraternity to men.’”113  Despite Mary Ann’s enthusiasm about the broadening 

influence of continental theology and philosophy, and even about the progress of revolution in 

France, she had “no hope of good from any imitative movement” in England, which “would be 

simply destructive—not constructive.” All England is “fit for at present”—with its “little 

humbug of a queen”[!]—is “the slow progress of political reform,” and “the social reform that 

may prepare us for great changes . . . But we English are slow crawlers” (GEL 1.252-56).114  

 Mary Ann derived much of her understanding of English cultural reaction to French 

revolutionary politics from her reading of the “apocalyptic view[s]” of Thomas Carlyle (Swift 

79). According to her letters, in 1840 she had read Chartism; in 1841 Sartor Resaurtus; and in 

1846 Past and Present (GEL 1.71; 1.122; 8.11). She would have found in his writings a 

description of much of her own spiritual and intellectual journey, couched in apocalyptic 

language. Like Mary Ann, Carlyle had also encountered the writings of Saint-Simon, and was 

hopeful that a new spirit was emerging in the earth (he was later to lose that optimism). In Sartor 

Resaurtus (1834), Mary Ann would have found a kindred spirit in Tuefelsdröckh’s spiritual and 

intellectual journey through the Everlasting No to the Everlasting Yea. In Chartism (1838), 

Carlyle assumed a “prophetic role to warn [British] society of the abyss it was approaching” if it 

did not mend its tyrannical ways toward the working class (Swift 96). He saw in the uprisings in 

Ireland “the embodiment of divine retribution” for England’s oppression there, and warned that 

revolution in England would only be avoidable “by taking the lessons of the French Revolution 

to heart” (Swift 98). In Past and Present (1843), “the overall tone is one of urgency,” in which 

“Carlyle adopt[ed] the mantle of the prophet of God” to deliver “apocalyptic prophecies” to 
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England (Swift 105-6). Carlyle described the English as ‘the deaf and foolish many’ who have 

‘lost the[ir] soul[s],’ and called for a universal repentance; the political and social unrest that 

plagued them was ‘a handwriting as of MENE, MENE’ on the wall [a Biblical reference to the 

fall of Babylon] that England must heed if it is to survive the coming cataclysm (Carlyle, qtd. in 

Swift 107-8).115 These few specimens of Carlyle’s language give the flavor of his writing, but it 

is Carlyle’s The French Revolution (1837) that is best known for its prophetic vision and 

apocalyptic language. While it is not recorded that Mary Ann read it until the early 1850s —just 

before she began her writing career as George Eliot—Carlyle’s tome was one of the best-known 

and most influential representations of the French Revolution in British literature.116  

 In nineteenth century England, representations of the French Revolution of 1789-94 were 

sites of ideological struggle. If “the influence [in Britain] of the French Revolution was that of a 

controlling myth,” historian Ian Small argues, certain iconic scenes, persons, and images became 

contested sites of political and moral meaning. Spinoza, Rousseau, Voltaire, Robespierre, Marat, 

Charlotte Corday, Marie Antoinette, fishwives, mobs, and daggers all took on moral valences of 

evil or of good (Small ix).117 From the writings of Edmund Burke through the Romantic poets, 

from Mary Wollstonecraft to Hannah More, from Sir Walter Scott through Charles Dickens, 

from Thomas Carlyle to Walter Bagehot, all these believed the events in France “demand our 

moral judgment” (Scruton 188). Victorian historiography reflected this tendency to moral 

judgment:  

Historians in Britain attributed the causes of the Revolution to the whims of 

individuals rather than to a set of abstract principles . . . . Moreover, British 

historians insisted upon treating the Revolution in terms of political and social 

rebellion . . . . Causation, in their minds, was always related to human, and 
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invariably individual, agency . . . . and was thus invariably seen in terms of 

criminality or error. (Small xiv)   

British historians resisted arguments that invoked “collective explanations of political events” 

and “impersonal social processes,” because such explanations “diminished the responsibility of 

individual human agents and thus threatened to dispense with morality” (Small xiv-xv). This was 

true no matter if the historiography was Whig or Tory; even Carlyle’s The French Revolution 

tended to focus on the stories of individuals. Because of this tendency in British culture, cultural 

arguments tended to be framed in terms of moral blame and shame.  

 If the British “read their own history, whether complacently or with prophetic fear, 

through French history,” Mary Ann Evans would be typical, according to John Cross, her first 

biographer (Higonnet 196). Cross argued that the French Revolution was very influential in 

forming the conservative ideas of Mary Ann’s father Robert Evans, and that her father’s 

influence “was the foundation of the latent Conservative bias” in Mary Ann’s psyche (Cross 

2).118 As Gordon Haight explains, Robert Evans “had grown prosperous serving the aristocracy, 

and he accepted their views without question. In politics he was a staunch conservative with that 

genuine fear of democracy ingrained in so many [in England] who grew up during the French 

Revolution” (GE 33). Mary Ann’s putative “conservative bias” is debatable—if by conservative 

Cross means Tory—as I will argue later in this chapter.119  Nevertheless, I agree that Robert 

Evan’s view of the French Revolution was an important part of the development of Mary Ann’s 

basic motivations and emotional conflicts, and thus also formed no small part of her “early 

association of ideas…the key to a great deal in the mental attitude of the future thinker and 

writer” (Cross 3). 
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 In this regard, Cross claims that portions of the chapter “Looking Backwards” in 

Impressions of Theophrastus Such are “true autobiography” (Cross 2). Here are the passages he 

quotes (ellipses original):  

I often smile at my consciousness that certain conservative prepossessions have 

mingled themselves with the influences of our midland scenery, from the tops of 

the elms down to the buttercups and little wayside vetches. Naturally enough. That 

part of my father’s prime to which he oftenest referred had fallen on the days when 

the great wave of political enthusiasm and belief in a speedy regeneration of all 

things had ebbed, and the supposed millennial initiative of France was turning into 

a Napoleonic empire . . . . To my father’s mind the noisy teachers of revolutionary 

doctrine were, to speak mildly, a variable mixture of the fool and the scoundrel; 

the welfare of the nation lay in a strong Government which could maintain order; 

and I was accustomed to hear him utter the word ‘Government’ in a tone that 

charged it with awe, in contrast with the word ‘rebel,’ which seemed to carry the 

stamp of evil in its syllables, and, lit by the fact that Satan was the first rebel, made 

an argument dispensing with more detailed inquiry. (Eliot, Impressions of 

Theophrastus Such, qtd. in Cross 3) 

Without indulging in Cross’s dubious practice of substituting Mary Ann’s own voice for the 

voice of the narrator, we can still observe that George Eliot’s writing in this passage depicts a 

character, or type, whose attitude is characteristic of Tory historiography of the French 

Revolution. Counterrevolutionary forces in England condemned the “godless nature of the 

Revolution and the influence of the philosophes upon it,” and we can hear the fear of anarchy in 

the Robert Evan’s pronouncement that connects the word ‘rebel’ with the figure of Satan (Hole 
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33). English conservatives such as Robert Evans feared the loss of religious belief, since they 

believed it was a constraining force in public life that kept anarchy from breaking out. To guard 

against that possibility in an era of crumbling belief, religion was being replaced with the power 

of public opinion: yet, just as in the case of religion, public opinion’s power to wield shame was 

an attempt to remove the individual’s judgment and substitute the judgment of others. According 

to Spinoza, that power was tyranny: “The core of natural right . . . is the power that each 

individual has to judge things for himself and to seek to preserve himself in accordance with his 

judgments. The right to judge for oneself cannot be transferred” (Gildin 383).120 Yet, the tyranny 

of public opinion was to be the topic of George Eliot’s first fiction, Scenes of Clerical Life.  

   

 The particular form of tyranny that Eliot explores in Scenes is the abuse of power in the 

form of unjust blame and shame; each story models various forms of resistance to that 

provocation, from passivity to outright rebellion. “Amos Barton” is notably the story of a 

community’s misuse of the power they hold over their pastor. Through unjust blame—rooted in 

class bias and anti-Catholic prejudice—they destroy their pastor’s reputation, and ultimately the 

life of his wife and newborn child (88, 99). “Mr. Gilfil’s Love Story” is a gothic tale about how 

the “harsh blame,” “injustice” and “provocation” within the family at Cheverel Manor—who 

represent the Estates General at the beginning of the French Revolution—drives Caterina to 

temporary, violent madness (244, 225, 235). Caterina’s resulting shame and rage leads her to 

intention to murder Wybrow in a scene that Eliot rewrites from a scene in Carlyle’s The French 

Revolution, with repercussions (and implications) that extend far beyond the life of the family. In 

“Janet’s Repentance,” the egoistic and aggressive Lawyer Dempster tyrannizes over his wife 

Janet; in his love of power, he also uses shame and verbal abuse to control others and stir up 
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violence in the Anglican community against the Evangelical pastor, Mr. Tryan. Despite this 

abuse of power, “Janet’s Repentance” is the most hopeful of the three stories, depicting not only 

the community’s power to destroy lives through “blame—blame—blame,” but also the power of 

individual sympathy—if offered soon enough—to redeem lives such as Janet’s (338).   

 However, as Rae Greiner observes, sympathy is in short supply in Eliot’s novels. “Critics 

never tire of talking about sympathy in Eliot, but that wealth of talk is disproportionate to the 

narrow fund of sympathy represented in her novels . . . Eliot’s fictions more often than not depict 

failures of sympathy, and it is, perhaps, in charting these failures that Eliot’s novels do their most 

ethical work” (Greiner 300, emphasis original). “In fact,” Phillip Fisher argues, “the harshness of 

Eliot’s moral world depends upon loyalty to judgment and expiation in spite of her more 

prominent mentions of sympathy” (88, my emphasis). Eliot’s moral in all three stories is stark: 

blame has the power, not only to “bruise,” “crush,” and “maim” its victims, but also to kill (Eliot 

243-44). As I will subsequently demonstrate, Milly, Caterina, and Mr. Tryan all die as a result of 

the blame of their communities (as will Hetty Sorrel and Maggie Tulliver).   

 

The Book of Amos, and Scenes of Clerical Life 

 By entitling the first story “Amos Barton,” Eliot hinted at the apocalyptic nature of the 

English mythology she was about to criticize. The book of Amos (8th century B.C.) was the 

oldest of the Old Testament books of prophecy, which foretold the judgment of the nation of 

Israel, including the destruction of Jerusalem and the exile into Babylon. The church fathers had 

often used the destruction of Jerusalem at the time of the Babylonian exile as a type of the final 

judgment, and for many in England, the French Revolution (and the other revolutions in Europe) 

appeared to be a similar harbinger of doom. However, the details of Amos’s prophecy, applied to 
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the situation in England, provide a pithy commentary upon the English sense of superiority over 

the surrounding nations.  Amos begins his prophecy by condemning the atrocities of war of the 

nations surrounding Israel; but then, he tells Israel that although they believe they are the “first of 

the nations,” they are not different in the eyes of God (Amos 6:1).121 According to Amos, God 

may have chosen Israel, but He also cares for the other nations, and is in charge of their destinies 

as well: “Are you better than these kingdoms [the Assyrians, or the Philistines of Gath]? . . . . 

Are you not like the Ethiopians to me, O people of Israel? Says the Lord. / Did I not bring Israel 

up from the land of Egypt, and the Philistines from Caphtor / And the Arameans from Kir?” 

(Amos 9:7). According to Amos, God would judge Israel in the same way he judged the other 

nations, because of their unbelief, their violence, and their injustice against the poor. Amos 

denounced the apathy and complacency of the wealthy, and their exploitation of the starving and 

sick: they “sell the righteous for silver, and the needy for a pair of sandals/they who trample the 

head of the poor into the dust of the earth, and push the afflicted out of the way” (Amos 2:6-7). 

They “oppress the poor and crush the needy . . . . trample on the poor/and take from them levies 

of grain;” “you who afflict the righteous, who take a bribe and push aside the needy in the gate 

[that is the courts of justice]” (Amos 5:11-12). Because the rulers and the nobles oppress the 

poor, Amos warned, God will “tear down the winter house as well as the summer house; and the 

houses of ivory shall perish, and the great houses come to an end, says the Lord” (Amos 3:15).  

 While the prophet Amos could have been describing the struggles in France, he could just 

as easily have been talking about England, as Eliot pointedly indicated by using the name 

Barton, which means, among other things, “the demesne lands of a manor, not let out to tenants, 

but retained for the lord's own use” (OED). During the period in which Scenes was set, prior to 

the First Reform Bill, the landless and powerless in England were being tyrannized over by the 
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wealthy and the aristocratic classes through the laws of enclosure, the restriction of the vote to 

male property owners, the sale of rotten boroughs, and the abuse of the worker in the mines and 

factories of the industrial north. This walling off or enclosure of privilege and power for the 

wealthy few, threatened to bring England to the same chaotic state as France; and Eliot implies 

that England will deserve the same sort of fate. Moreover, Eliot also implicated the Church of 

England in the oppression: by resisting the empowerment of Dissenters and Catholics, and 

attacking splinter groups such as Evangelicals and Methodists, they participated in the same sort 

of tyranny that the prophet Amos condemned. Just as the role of the clergy was to succor the 

poor, to carry and protect the disenfranchised, “the name Amos is from a root that means ‘to 

carry, bear, or protect’” (Birch 174). By juxtaposing the name Amos with Barton, however, Eliot 

suggests that the Church in England was protecting the “demense” of the wealthy and powerful 

instead.   

 The prophet Amos saw a vision in which “the Lord was standing by a wall” with a 

“plumb line in his hand” (Amos 7:7). The Lord announced, “See, I am setting a plumb line in the 

midst of my people Israel; I will never pass them by again” (Amos 7:8). Amos himself was that 

plumb line, and his job was to show how far out of true the nation of Israel was from the 

righteousness and justice of God; and, as expected, the communities of Israel and Judah rejected 

his words. Likewise, in Scenes of Clerical Life, each clergyman attempts to follow Christ by 

mediating between the local church community and the disenfranchised, with ineffectual and 

often disastrous results. In “Janet’s Repentance,” many in the Anglican Church community—

stirred up by Lawyer Dempster—persecute the evangelical minister Mr. Tryan, who is 

ministering to the poor and disenfranchised. In “Mr. Gilfil’s Love Story,” Mr. Gilfil tries to 

mediate between the expectations of the Cheverel family and the justice due to their Italian ward 
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Caterina, with equivocal results. Finally, when Amos Barton and his family embrace the 

Countess Czerlaski, they are shunned by their congregation in consequence, resulting in the 

death of Milly Barton and their baby. In each case, Eliot holds the plumb line of Christian love 

and sympathy up against the wall of blame and shame erected by the community, showing the 

crooked nature of English self-righteousness and complacency (and perhaps suggesting that 

judgment was in store for England if they did not repent which means change course).  

!
“Amos Barton” 

 George Eliot opened her first story with the two-fold “problem presented by the position 

of the Rev. Amos Barton, as curate of Shepperton” (44). First, his financial position: Amos 

Barton was being “starve[d]” on an annual stipend of eighty pounds. Although Barton must 

maintain himself and his family in middle-class style, dressing himself, his wife and his six 

children “with gentility from bonnet-strings to shoe-strings,” he is barely clinging to middle class 

status on his curate’s salary (44). Since Amos Barton is dependent upon the goodwill of his 

congregation (including financial gifts) to survive in his position, they exercise great power over 

him. Second, Barton’s social position: Eliot begins the action of the story with “what was 

thought of [his financial] problem, and of the man who had to work it out, by some of the well-

to-do inhabitants of Shepperton” (44 emphasis mine). 

 Although Eliot presents us with an overview of Amos Barton’s situation, we do not meet 

the man himself until we have heard about him through the gossip of these others. These 

neighbors include Mr. and Mrs. Hackit, whose surname suggests their function in the story, 

which is to hack away at Barton’s reputation; Mrs. Patten, whose name suggests someone who 

wades through the muck and mire but manages to stay above it herself; and Mr. Pilgrim, a local 

doctor who—despite the fact that his name suggests a person of Christian charity—“hated the 
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Reverend Amos because he called in a new doctor, recently settled in Shepperton” (47). The 

narrator’s sarcasm about these neighbors is just as cutting as some of the remarks they make 

about Mr. Barton. For example, the narrator observes that Mrs. Hackit carries her knitting 

wherever she goes, and snidely remarks that “in her utmost enjoyment of spoiling a friend’s self-

satisfaction, she was never known to spoil a stocking” (46). Mrs. Patten, the narrator dryly 

informs us, “used to adore her husband, and now she adores her money” (46). We wince, yet find 

guilty pleasure in reading that Mrs. Patten “does her malevolence gently,” while Mrs. Hackit has 

a tongue “as sharp as the [doctor’s] own lancet” (47).  The fact that we find this gossip 

pleasurable implicates us in the critique to follow: a point that Eliot emphasizes later when she 

addresses the reader directly.  

 Although these neighbors criticize Barton’s “confounded, methodistical, meddlesome” 

ways, the actions that offend them are all social missteps rather than strictly theological mistakes 

(47). Barton has difficulty imagining life from the perspective of others, a fault that makes him 

insensitive, somewhat imperious in his opinions, and socially awkward. This lack of imagination 

makes him ineffective in his ministrations, both among the workhouse residents, and among his 

more respectable flock in Shepperton Church. For example, he bans the traditional singing of the 

wedding psalm (despite the desire of the congregation to continue the tradition), because he feels 

that it makes “a new-married couple look ridiculous” (47). This is a telling measure of Barton’s 

egoism; he himself would feel ridiculous in that position, and thus he imagines that the 

newlywed couple must feel the same. In other social faux pas, he tells his parishioners that they 

are sinners, and then in the next breath asks them for money; and—most shockingly—leads an 

evening service for the working-class laborers just as if he were the minister of a Dissenting 

chapel, contradicting the way things are usually done in respectable, middle-class, Shepperton.122 
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 Eliot indicates that class status is the real sticking point for Barton’s “well-to-do” 

neighbors, although they conflate it with theological party. Mr. Pilgrim refers to Barton as 

“rather a low-bred fellow . . . They say his father was a Dissenting shoemaker; and he’s half a 

Dissenter himself” (47). Neither are Barton’s manners quite up to middle-class standards. Miss 

Julia Farquhar complains about his tendency to “sniff so frightfully” and not carry a hand-

kerchief; her sister criticizes his grammar by wondering, “why he always said he was going for 

to do a thing” (53). He even, according to the narrator, “had a knack for hitting on the wrong 

thing in garb as well as in grammar” (56). Later in the story, Barton comes under the same sort 

of criticism from his fellow ministers, who suspect him of being “not a gentleman” (96). As the 

narrator informs us, Barton is out of place in middle-class, respectable Shepperton church. As a 

“tallow dip” candle, suitable for the kitchen rather than the drawing room, Barton shows up as 

“plebian” against the silver candlesticks (60-61). “Alas,” the narrator laments, “for the worthy 

man who, like that candle, gets himself into the wrong place!” (61).  

 Because Barton is a social misfit in the community, his “popularity was in that precarious 

position, in that toppling and contingent state, in which a very slight push from a malignant 

destiny would utterly upset it” (86). That malignant destiny comes in the form of the widowed 

Countess Czerlaski, who with her half-brother Mr. Bridmain settles in their community and 

befriends the Bartons. Although she was born an Englishwoman and a Protestant, her marriage to 

a Polish Count and subsequent residence in Paris make her suspect to Shepperton Church. In 

religion, Poland was traditionally Roman Catholic, an important fact since Eliot sets the “Amos 

Barton” during a period—soon after the Catholic “Emancipation Bill was passed” in 1829—in 

which anti-Catholic and anti-French feeling was heightened in England. The Count would have 

been assumed to be Catholic, and also the Countess, whether de facto or through conversion. 
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Despite the Countess’s attempt to return to the Protestant religion of her homeland, the church 

membership assumes that her sexual morals are completely corrupt, to the point that they doubt 

the story of her marriage to the Count, and suspect Mr. Bridmain of being her lover.   

 Poland’s associations with France also colored the Shepperton community’s ideas about 

the Countess and Mr. Bridmain. In politics, Poland had sided with France against England in the 

Napoleonic Wars, in the hope of repelling Russian and Prussian territorial aggression. After the 

defeat of Napoleon at Waterloo in 1815, and the fall of the Duchy of Warsaw, many Poles fled to 

Paris, where they formed secret societies and plotted revolution. Polish nationalist movements 

flourished in the 1820s, and erupted into open revolt in November 1830, a few months after the 

July Revolution that deposed King Charles X shook Paris. While Eliot does not specify exactly 

when the Count Czerlaski died, their residence for five years in Paris suggests that he died in a 

Polish nationalist plot. Although Poland’s aspirations had nothing to do with England and 

everything to do with regaining their national sovereignty, Polish émigrés were regarded with 

suspicion: Shepperton half-suspected Mr. Bridmain of spying for France, since he was observed 

to be in close communication with Paris.  

 Nor did the Countess’s foreign mannerisms and aristocratic polish fit the image of 

English respectability. The Bartons risked being besmirched in the eyes of Shepperton Church by 

embracing her; when they took her into their home despite her “disgraceful” reputation, to 

Shepperton Church it seemed as if the Bartons did not care about the exact boundaries of English 

respectability (89). Eliot’s irony is especially potent in this tale, because the Bartons are blamed 

precisely because they were sympathetic to the class shame of the Countess. She gained 

admittance to the Barton home by claiming that her brother was “degrading himself” by 

becoming engaged to her maid, who had “no shame” about the upcoming marriage. The 
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Countess felt “disgust” toward the upcoming nuptials: “Did you ever hear of anything so 

disgraceful? So mortifying? So disreputable?” she asked Milly (86). Although the Countess felt 

that her brother should be “ashamed of himself,” the marriage took place; and subsequently the 

Countess invited herself to stay at the Barton’s vicarage “for a week or two” to avoid the 

humiliation of living “with my own maid turned mistress” (86).  

 While Milly did not exactly approve of the Countess’s contempt for her brother and his 

new bride (Milly avoided giving “a direct answer” to the Countess’s complaint), the Countess’s 

disgust was understandable in a culture that employed shame to maintain class distinctions (86). 

Amos Barton was a little “susceptible” to class distinction himself; one of the charms of the 

Countess’s company was that when she visited, the “Rev. Amos had a vague consciousness that 

he had risen into aristocratic life, and only associated with his middle-class parishioners in a 

pastoral and parenthetic manner” (84). The idea that Barton could attain aristocratic status was 

laughable, given that he barely maintained middle class status; but he did not seem to realize 

how tenuous his status really was in the eyes of his neighbors, and this lack of awareness was 

one more indication that Barton was not really part of respectable Shepperton community. It was 

social miscues and missteps like these that made him a target for the calumny to come.  

 Eliot’s use of dramatic irony allows the reader to see Barton’s impending doom long 

before Barton does. The “gossips of Milby” chose to disbelieve the Countess’s claim to being a 

widow, having “made up their minds to something much more exciting” (78). They assumed that 

she was living in sin with Mr. Bridmain, and therefore excluded her “from strictly respectable 

society,” although the narrator is careful to mention that her dead husband was indeed a Count, 

and that Mr. Bridmain was her half-brother, retired with a respectable moderate fortune (77). The 

discrepancy between what we as readers see and what the community sees is not only ironic, but 
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also damning. “You have only to look at that woman to thee what she ith,” lisped Mr. Farquhar; 

but for the Milby and Shepperton community, “looking” is not “seeing,” and the “keen-sighted 

virtue” of the community is a sham (75, 76). The Countess may be “a little vain, a little 

ambitious, a little selfish, a little shallow and frivolous, a little given to white lies;” she may 

indeed be taking advantage of the Bartons; but there is no adultery, no overt sin: only “perfect 

credence” on the part of the Bartons, egoism on the part of the Countess, and an eagerness on the 

part of the community to believe—and speak—the worst (78).  

 In this first story, Eliot did not dither as to how much blame to assign for this moral 

dereliction; her language indicates that this was a deliberate, rather than accidental, 

misperception on the part of the community. The community's prejudicial gaze, which Eliot 

sarcastically called “penetrating observation” to point out its refusal to see past the surface 

appearance of things, was a form of deliberate blindness about the relationship between the 

Bartons and the Countess. This blindness justified “the virtuous declamation” of blame that 

caused “the unfriendly to scorn and even the friendly to stand aloof” from the Bartons (88).     

Given the community’s penchant for gossip and hearsay, the story could be read as a primer on 

the psychosocial dynamics of blame and shame. Eliot carefully delineates the progression and 

intensification of blame, and emphasizes its social and verbal nature. First, community members 

begin to make “critical remarks” about Amos and the Countess Czerlaski (50, 53). Next, after the 

Countess comes to live with the family, the community moves to “gossip and rumors” (88, 99); 

then, they proceed to “calumny” and “slander.” Next, the community reacts with “disgust”—an 

affect very closely related to shame, and that results in the wrinkling of the nose and the gagging 

associated with refuse and offal— so that a “bad odour” of “scandal” permeates the neighboring 

towns (89, 95). Finally, the community begins to shun the Bartons.   
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 Shunning is the most potent form of blame: it can take on a life and a power of its own in 

a community setting.123 Because blame is social—because others behave as if the calumny is 

true—blame produces its effect despite the truth of the matter. The contagion of blame is how 

blamers seem to have the power to make their baneful pronouncements come true. The fact that 

this is a Christian church congregation is especially ironic, since the Bible is full of warnings 

about the destructive power of gossip and blame. The Bartons, especially Milly, bear their 

ignominy with submission, but the congregation’s resentment does not abate even when the 

Countess finally departs. The community’s cold hearts and tight fists, despite Milly’s known 

pregnancy and evident ill-health, eventually lead to the death of Milly and their baby (104). 

While their deaths finally arouse the community’s “better sympathies,” the pathos of the story 

arises from the reflection that Shepperton’s sympathy came too late (99). The “frost” that chilled 

the hearts of the community was indeed a “fatal” one: how much better if their hearts had 

“thawed” sooner, and Milly had lived (111).  

 One measure of how attuned Eliot was to the psychosocial dynamics of blame is that her 

editor, John Blackwood, felt that “the revulsion of feeling against Amos [was] very capitally 

drawn” (Carroll 50). Revulsion was not too strong a word; here Blackwood captures the affective 

and visceral quality of the prejudice against the Bartons (95).124 Notice, however, that 

Blackwood does not equally praise Eliot’s presentation of the emotional effects of the crisis (i.e., 

shame) upon Amos and Milly. That is because Eliot does not, in this first story, dramatize shame 

as she will in “Mr. Gilfil’s Love Story,” “Janet’s Repentance,” and—most effectively—in 

Hetty’s harrowing flight in Adam Bede. Her focus in her first story is dramatizing the process of 

blame and implicating the reader in that process, rather than emphasizing the emotional result of 

being blamed. Consequently, she spends quite a bit of the narrative reporting the gossip that goes 
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on about the Bartons behind their back, and gossiping with the reader about the gossips. This 

emphasis causes what many have considered an artistic flaw in the story: the community seems 

more real to the reader’s imagination than do the Bartons, so that we do not really feel the shame 

they experience. The pathos of the story enters in after Milly’s death, in the reaction of the 

children and Amos; but this emphasis on the tragic consequences again elides the emotional 

impact during the process. 

 This is not to say that Eliot was not attuned to the shame that was being produced in 

Amos and Milly, but in “Amos Barton,” she chose to theorize it with humorous appeals to the 

personal experience of the reader. For example, one of the main sources of shame is a sense of 

“discrepancy” between how we see ourselves and the way others see us, especially if confronted 

with that difference “unexpected[ly]” (Seidler 29). Eliot represented this experience in “Amos 

Barton” in her famous disquisition in chapter two by alternating “the picture [Amos] presents to 

himself of his doings, with the picture they make on the mental retina of his neighbors” (52). 

This “mental retina” is our imagination, and shame theorists tell us that we see ourselves in our 

mind’s eye as we imagine we appear to others. If we are jarred by a sudden unfavorable image of 

ourselves, we are paralyzed by shame, or as Eliot puts it, “The very capacity for good go[es] out 

of us” (52). While this is a painful and common experience, Eliot blunts the pain by the 

humorous tone she adopts: “Let me be persuaded that my neighbor Jenkins considers me a 

blockhead, and I shall never shine in conversation with him any more. Let me discover that the 

lovely Phoebe thinks my squint intolerable, and I shall never be able to fix her blandly with my 

disengaged eye again” (52). Eliot plays on this fear of shame in the reader with the squirm-

inducing assurance that we always come off badly in the eyes of our neighbors—even those we 

consider friends—and that we all live in the illusion that others see us the way we see ourselves.  
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Thank heaven, then, that a little illusion is left to us, to enable us to be useful and 

agreeable—that we don’t know exactly what our friends think of us—that the 

world is not made of looking-glass, to show us just the figure we are making, and 

just what is going on behind our backs! (52) 125  

The irony here is that Eliot describes the gossips as “our friends.” These are not our enemies (we 

might expect them to denigrate us), but our friends for whom we care, and who (we think) care 

for us. That is part of the tragedy of the story, and contributes to the sense of betrayal. Eliot’s 

appeal to the readers’ sympathies depends upon our being able to imagine what unfavorable 

things our own friends might be saying behind our backs. Perhaps this is why Eliot lightens the 

tone of her writing, so that we can bear the truth of it; but it undercuts the dramatic presentation 

of the Bartons’ shame.  

 Eliot also accurately represented Amos’s and Milly’s psychological reactions to blame. 

Since shunning is felt as an attack even though it takes the form of a withdrawal, Eliot uses the 

language of warfare to describe how Amos at first “defended himself” against it by wearing the 

“armour of indignation and defiance” (99). “A certain obstinacy and defiance mingled itself with 

his other feelings on the subject,” because “he was conscious of his own innocence” and “felt 

some contemptuous indignation towards people who were ready to imagine evil of him” (98-99). 

But as he was continually confronted both by the “harsh looks” of his parishioners and by his 

declining income, he is eventually worn down by the community’s “scorn.” (100). However, 

while we are told that Amos begins “to look dreadful thin an’ harassed of a Sunday,” Eliot does 

not dramatize it. Thus, we do not feel the emotional impact of his shame, just the grief of his loss 

(91). Eliot was to attempt to remedy this situation in her next story, “Mr. Gilfil’s Love Story,” by 

her depictions of Caterina’s reaction to unjust blame.   
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Mr. Gilfil’s “Most Gothic” Love Story  

 Probably the most vexing critical question about “Mr. Gilfil’s Love Story” is Eliot’s use 

of the Gothic mode, since its use appears to contradict the realism she espoused. Was she writing 

a “pastiche” of the Gothic, as David Carroll suggests (Carroll 53)? Was she using the Gothic 

mode to manipulate her readers in order to expose their “unhealthy sentimentalism” 

(Knoepflamacher 67)?  While these arguments have their merits, I submit that Eliot used the 

Gothic mode in “Mr. Gilfil’s Love Story” for two reasons. First, I believe it is a sly reference to 

Mackay’s Progress of the Intellect. In the Preface, Mackay writes of the arbitrary (and thus 

tyrannical) accretions of dogma, the “labyrinth of theological controversy” that religious 

tradition has added to the simple laws of “order constituting an unvarying series of causes and 

effects which the Author of Nature has chosen to be the form of his government” (ix-x, my 

emphasis). He identifies two culprits in particular: the doctrine of the “curse” and the doctrine of 

“exclusiveness” (or election).  Mackay likens these “fallacies of perverted ingenuity” to “Gothic 

windows and still more Gothic traditions” by which “our spiritual light is sadly dimmed” (xii).  

As God’s spiritual government has been Gothicized, so in “Mr. Gilfil’s Love Story,” the family 

government has also been Gothicized, and with the same two fallacies: the doctrine of the curse 

and the doctrine of divine right (or election).  

 Second, as typical of the literature of the French Revolution, the family structure is also a 

critique of the political and social structure. Eliot chose the Gothic mode as political critique, to 

harness the psychology of blame and shame first associated with the French Revolution and its 

aftermath in both France and England. The story is an exploration of the political conflict that 

Spinoza described in the TTP, and Eliot adapts a scene from Carlyle’s History of the French 
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Revolution as the dagger scene in her story, in order to explore the psychology of violence and 

the question of moral blame. She also interrogates the psychology of blame and shame presented 

by Charles Dickens in Little Dorrit, which was being serialized at the same time as Scenes of 

Clerical Life.126  Dickens’s character, Tattycorum, resembles Caterina Sarti in many respects, 

and I argue that Eliot created the character of Caterina as an “indirect corrective” to Dickens’s 

portrayal of Tattycorum and her family structure (Gray 53).127   

 Eliot explicitly evokes the Gothic mode in the opening of “Mr. Gilfil’s Love Story.” The 

story centers upon a “secret chamber” in the vicarage that is never entered except for a once-

yearly airing (130). Since “a Gothic tale usually takes place . . .  in an antiquated or seemingly 

antiquated space . . . [in which] are hidden some secrets from the past that haunt the characters, 

psychologically, physically, or otherwise,” Eliot hints that there is a secret history to tell (Hogle, 

“Introduction” 2). This “locked-up” chamber is in a state of suspended animation: it is kept as its 

occupant left it, so that her presence seemingly haunts the room through the traces she has left 

behind (130). The narrator describes the room as “a sort of visible chamber in [Gilfil’s] heart, 

where he had long turned the key on early hopes and early sorrows, shutting up forever all the 

passion and the poetry of his life” (130). This chamber has a “Gothic casement” surrounding an 

oriel window, and as that window is opened to let in daylight, so the secret history of “Mr. 

Gilfil’s Love Story” comes to light (130). This Gothic tale, literally embedded in the frame story 

(the frame being the Gothic casement and oriel window), is set at stately Cheverel Manor, an 

imposing “castellated” and “tower[ed]” house of “grey-tinted stone,” with “Gothic windows” 

and a Gothic style ceiling in the dining room, and a Gothic ceiling being constructed in the 

saloon, and a view that “terminated with the Gothic arch of a gateway in the far distance” (134, 

139-40). As Sir Christopher remodels Cheverel Manor—the old house is to be “cased in stone, in 
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the gothic style”—Eliot likewise encases her narrative in the gothic mode in order to tell her 

story (155).  

 Eliot ties the narrative directly to the French Revolution. The internal narrative begins on 

“the evening of the 21st of June 1788” (132). The newspaper that Sir Christopher is reading 

contains “the last portentous proceedings of the French parliaments” before the outbreak of the 

French Revolution the next year (135). That meeting, often considered the beginning of the 

French Revolution, was later called the meeting of the “Three Estates” or the “Assembly of 

Vizille,” in which representative of the three estates—the aristocracy, the clergy, and the 

bourgeoisie—met to identify demands to be sent to the king in opposition to increasing taxes and 

arbitrary power. Inside Cheverel Manor, another meeting of the three estates is occurring. The 

Baronet, Sir Christopher, is a “splendid old gentleman,” and his wife, Lady Cheverel, is a 

handsome woman with an “expression of hauteur which is not contradicted by the cold grey eye” 

(135, 133). Sir Christopher’s heir, his nephew Captain Wybrow, is the epitome of an aristocratic 

French dandy: “the elegance of his dress … the perfections of his velvet coat . . . his small white 

hands with their blue veins and tapered fingers, quite eclipsed the beauty of his lace ruffles” 

(135). Wybrow’s “delicate” complexion, “indolent” eyes and “transparent nostril” also indicate 

his defective character, as does his “heart” trouble, which is moral as well as physical (135). The 

clergy is represented by the Rev. Maynard Gilfil, Sir Christopher’s ward, whose young, “healthy 

open face and robust limbs” peg him as a thoroughly desirable English character (136). The 

bourgeoisie is represented by the heroine, the dark, young, and delicate Caterina Sarti, who was 

brought home from Italy as a young child by Sir Christopher and Lady Cheverel. 128 

 Relations between these household members are as complex and fraught as the relations 

between the three estates in France on the eve of the Revolution. Caterina (called Tina) is in love 
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with Captain Wybrow, who has selfishly led her on with no intention of marrying her. Mr. Gilfil 

is in love with Tina, and has the support of Sir Christopher in his attempts to woo her. Wybrow 

loves only himself, but Sir Christopher and Lady Cheverel are blind to Wybrow’s real character, 

thinking that he is “the best of nephews, the most satisfactory of heirs, full of grateful deference 

to themselves, and, above all things, guided by a sense of duty” (164). Part of that duty is for him 

to marry “a handsome, well-born, and sufficiently wealthy bride” (165). So they send him off to 

Bath to woo a bride, oblivious that Wybrow has “won [Tina’s] affections by attentions which, in 

his position, he was bound not to show her. Before his marriage was talked of, he had behaved to 

her like a lover” (225). Wybrow excuses his betrayal of Caterina by claiming it is his duty to 

obey the Cheverels, but the narrator sardonically notes that Wybrow’s only duty is to do “the 

thing easiest and most agreeable to him” (164). Tina’s psychological pain intensifies when 

Wybrow returns home engaged to another, and the conflict surrounding that betrayal forms the 

crux of the plot.129  

 Tina’s “terrible struggles” with shame and humiliation at the hands of Wybrow are 

likened to those of “the great nation of France [which] was agitated by conflicting thoughts and 

passions, which were but the beginnings of sorrows” that finally resulted in the Terror (147). 

Eliot makes that analogy, first to explore—and ultimately to criticize—the effects of blame and 

shame on the psyche of both individuals and nations.130 Eliot was well qualified to use the 

Gothic mode as cultural critique. Eliot was an enthusiastic consumer of Romantic poetry, Gothic 

novels, and the German School, including Goethe.131 She was well aware of the “feverish 

revolution debates” in England about the moral and cultural causes and effects of the Revolution, 

debates which “fundamentally transformed the semantic field of the world Gothic” (Robert 

Miles, in Hogle 48).132 One way to conceptualize the Gothic is to ask, who or what was to blame 
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for the French Revolution, culminating in the shameful excesses of the Terror? This is a 

restatement of the political problem that Spinoza described in the TTP. Spinoza was one of the 

first to argue for natural right, to suggest that the populace had a natural right to rebel if a state 

was tyrannical. Conservative reaction in England, represented by Edmund Burke’s Reflections 

on the Revolution in France, argued the fault lay in the rebellious, atheistic nature of the people 

of France: “Kings will be tyrants from policy, when subjects are rebels from principle” (Burke 

n.p.). For conservatives in England, Spinoza was as much of a villain as was Rousseau, both of 

whom Robespierre enshrined in the French Pantheon. In contrast, for Whigs and Radicals in 

England, the tyrannical behavior of the aristocracy in France provoked the violence, so to blame 

the Revolution on the bad character of the French populace was unjust; this view was expressed 

in such works as Carlyle’s History of the French Revolution, who titled one chapter, “The 

Aristocracy is Answerable.”  

 While most commentators describe Eliot as essentially conservative, in her early fiction 

she seems much more sympathetic to the liberal point of view; she had certainly been steeping 

herself in it in her reading, both in her translation of the Ethics, and in the reading she was doing 

while she was writing Scenes. For example, she had been recently reviewing Mary 

Wollstonecraft’s A Vindication of the Rights of Woman.133  In the same period, she also reviewed 

a collection of extracts from the writings of Thomas Carlyle, including selections from his 

History of the French Revolution.134  She also reviewed Jules Michelet’s Les Femmes de la 

Révolution (1854)—which contains two chapters on Charlotte Corday—as part of the 

background of her article in the October 1854 Westminster, “Madame de Sablé.”  Those works 

influenced Eliot’s treatment of Caterina’s “struggles,” including the famous dagger scene, as will 

be seen below.  
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 In the family dynamics of “Mr. Gilfil’s Love Story,” Caterina resembles “Gothic heroines 

who seek both to appease and to free themselves from the excesses of male and patriarchal 

dominance” (Hogle, “Introduction” 5). The family patriarch, Sir Christopher, is benevolent but 

dictatorial: as he says of himself, “I have good reasons for my plans, and I never alter them” 

(135, 139). His “singleness of determination” and “inflexibility of will” make him “not at all 

quick to suspect what was unpleasant and opposed to his views of fitness” (158, 159, 162). 

Because Tina has a  “loving, sensitive nature”—and she truly wants to please Sir Christopher—

she works to suppress her desire for Captain Wybrow, despite his attempts at seduction, and her 

growing heartbreak. However, Tina also has a strong sense of justice, showing “gleams of fierce 

resistance to any discipline that had a harsh or unloving aspect” (158). The narrator observes that 

this temperamental trait, compounded by the indulgence with which Tina was raised, leaves her 

open to emotional excess. Rather unfairly, Mr. Gilfil asks Tina to bear the entire brunt of 

Wybrow’s bad behavior: “Remember, I entreat you, that the peace of the whole family depends 

upon your power of governing yourself” (191). Eliot’s choice of words here plays upon English 

political and social fears, and suggests that the Church is too conservative to be just, if England’s 

“peace” must rely upon the working classes “governing” themselves despite the provocation of 

tyrannical behavior by the ruling class.   

 Predictably, Wybrow’s unjust provocation proves to be too much for Caterina’s self-

control. Wybrow’s manipulative fluctuations between flirtation and condescension, along with 

his fiancée’s deliberate goading, are like a “poisoned garment” under which Tina “writhes” with 

humiliation, until she is driven to the brink of violence (178).135 The episode that finally 

provokes Caterina’s unbridled fury is when she discovers that Wybrow has told Miss Asher that 

he has not given Caterina any “kind of claim” on his affections. The implication is that Caterina 
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is immodest and overreaching, and that she has no sense of her proper place: a complaint that 

recalls Robert Evan’s denunciation of rebels. However, Tina’s ambivalent place in the family 

structure leaves her especially exposed to this kind of blame: she is at risk of appearing 

calculating and ungrateful, when in fact she is neither. Her sense of injury at this unjust blame, 

leveled by the person who has encouraged her to love him and then exposed her to shame, 

kindles Caterina’s murderous rage, as her shame and humiliation turn to “hated and scorn” (209).  

 The dagger scene is so melodramatic that critics do not know what to make of it. Carroll 

calls the story Eliot’s “most Gothic pastiche” (53). David Lodge decries “the narrator’s over-

anxious appeals to the reader to appreciate the intensity of the heroine’s emotion” (24). I argue 

that in this scene Eliot co-opts the tone and imagery of English depictions of the Revolution to 

apostrophize Caterina’s murderous rage:  

See how she rushes noiselessly, like a pale meteor, along the passages and up the 

gallery stairs! Those gleaming eyes, those bloodless lips, that swift silent tread, 

make her look like an incarnation of a fierce purpose, rather than a woman. (211-

2).  

Despite the melodramatic language, the psychology of humiliated shame rings true.136 Caterina’s 

“bitter sense of injury” and “fierce resentment” at Wybrow’s contempt enclose her heart in a 

stony case, much as the stone encasing the house and the tale, until she becomes, not a living 

woman, but a stone alight with “fiery hatred”—that is, a “pale meteor” (177, 250). The meteor or 

comet was a common metaphor for the French Revolution, as for example in Coleridge’s 1792 

poem, "To A Young Lady, With A Poem On The French Revolution."  137  

 This scene’s diction and tone, as well as the general plot, borrow from Carlyle’s iconic 

The History of French Revolution. Eliot had a few months previously (Oct 27, 1855) published a 
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review in the Leader of a volume of selections from Carlyle’s writing. In that review she seems 

to have had the Gothic in mind as she considered his style: those who “relish Carlyle,” she wrote, 

“could no more wish him to have written in another style than they could wish Gothic 

architecture not to be Gothic” (Newlin 2.78). A particular scene from Carlyle’s French 

Revolution is included in the selections, depicting an event resembling the dagger scene. This 

event—the assassination of Jean-Paul Marat by Charlotte Corday in 1793—involved two of the 

“three revolutionary figures best known in England” (Melman 46). In England, a “myth” arose 

surrounding Marat and Corday, “so that their representations gendered the Revolution, its history 

and morals” (Melman 49-50). Melman analyzes their representations in art, and especially in the 

waxworks of Madame Tussaud, where Marat was presented as a “tyrant” and “‘the most 

ferocious monster the Revolution ever produced’” (Melman 51). In contrast to Marat, Corday 

was a heroine, a “tyrant-slayer,” an icon of “‘good’ Republicanism and anti-Jacobin liberty” 

(Melman 51). Thus, the figure of Charlotte Corday captured the popular imagination in 

England.138   

 The figure of Charlotte Corday also “had a certain vogue immediately after the debacle of 

the 1848 revolution,” which made the excerpt from Carlyle concerning her especially relevant 

(Melman 50). Carlyle’s excerpt relates Corday’s meteoric rise and fall, this “one fair Apparition” 

who “emerged . . . suddenly like a star . . . to gleam for a moment, and in a moment to be 

extinguished” (Passages 147). Continuing the extended metaphor, Carlyle writes that history 

“will note whither Charlotte moves, how the little Life burns forth so radiant, then vanishes, 

swallowed of the Night” (147). However, this meteor is no accidental wanderer: she is a star, 

“half-angelic, half-demonic,” recalling Satan, that bright star of the morning, as he was cast 

down from heaven. Carlyle ascribes “a completeness, a decision” to her actions, as he narrates 
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her movements in Paris on the evening of July thirteenth, when she “purchases a large sheath-

knife in the Palais-Royal.” Carlyle notes that “this one fair Figure has decision in it; drives 

straight, --towards a purpose;” that is, to murder “Citoyen Marat,” with whom she has previously 

arranged a meeting (148). She enters, they speak, he is writing down some notes, “and—

Charlotte has drawn her knife from the sheath; plunges it, with one sure stroke, into the writer’s 

heart” (149). As Carlyle describes Charlotte’s trial and execution in his inimitably melodramatic 

language, he again emphasizes her strong purpose, “most definite, most complete; angelic-

demonic: like a Star!” (152).  

 The similarity in imagery and the emphasis on purpose link Carlyle’s Charlotte to Eliot’s 

Caterina. The emphasis on the meteoric imagery emphasizes the burning emotion driving each 

woman’s actions, their sudden emergence but transitory nature; while the emphasis on purpose 

speaks to the premeditated and deliberate nature of the action. If Eliot did indeed have this 

excerpt from Carlyle in mind when she wrote the dagger scene, she may have evoked the 

comparison to point out not only similarities, but also differences between the two accounts. 

Both women procure a knife, plan to stab a traitor through the heart, and move with purpose to 

carry out the plan; but can Charlotte Corday’s murderous action, planned with deliberation and 

carried out over a period of four days (including travel to Paris), be compared to Caterina’s more 

transient and unfulfilled action? Eliot hints at the difference in her description of Caterina: her 

passion and paleness “make her look like an incarnation of a fierce purpose, rather than a 

woman” (211-12, my emphasis). As we have already learned from “Amos Barton,” however, 

appearances can be deceiving; outside action cannot always signal inside motive.  

 Neither, apparently, can we understand our own motivations. Although Tina protests 

several times, “I meant to do it,” Mr. Gilfil uses the fact that she was not allowed to do it as 
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evidence that she “would never have done it” (234). “God saw your whole heart,” he assures 

Tina. “He watches over His children, and will not let them do things they would pray with their 

whole hearts not to do. It was the angry thought of a moment, and He forgives you” (234). Mr. 

Gilfil describes Tina’s heart, and the human heart in general, as divided into two parts: feelings 

(also referred to as thoughts or intentions), and actions. “We mean to do wicked things that we 

could never do, just as we mean to do good or clever things that we could never do. Our thoughts 

are often worse than we are, just as they often are better than we are,” Gilfil explains. “God sees 

us as we are altogether, not in separate feelings and actions” (235).  Although Gilfil puts these 

sentiments into the mouth of (the presumably Christian) God, they accord best with Eliot’s 

reading of Spinoza, who wrote that the only way to overcome a passion is with another, stronger 

passion. When Tina reached Wybrow and saw that he was ill, she “forgot everything” in her 

concern for him: her passionate love for Wybrow overpowered her transitory, lesser hatred 

(235).    

 The fact that Caterina finds Wybrow already dead from a heart attack has prompted much 

critical hand-wringing, since Eliot seems to fail to live up to the Gothic angst she generates. 

Some critics, like Knoepflamacher, read the anticlimax as an ironic critique of both the Gothic 

genre, and of the readers’ expectations. According to this reading, the scene with the dagger 

seems merely “histrionic exaggeration,” while the “nonexistent” climax means that “we have 

been deliberately deluded” by Eliot in order to “expose the unhealthy sentimentalism” of gothic 

romance (66). In contrast (and closer to the case I believe), McDonagh sees Caterina’s story as 

“allegorical” for the history of the French Revolution, and the anticlimax as encoding the 

impotence of the French Revolution to really accomplish its aims (McDonagh 49). However, I 

suggest that Eliot uses elements of Charlotte Corday’s story first for its dramatic impact, but also 
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to signal the gothic fear of violence that Caterina internalized within her psyche, displayed first 

in her attempts to resist her anger, and then in her shame and internalized self-violence after the 

failed attempt. Wybrow’s heart attack could represent the rotten state of the aristocracy in 

England that needed reform (specifically the corruption of selling rotten boroughs); if that 

corruption continued, the government would fall of its own rotten self. Thus, the apparent deus 

ex machina of Wybrow’s heart attack serves to set Tina apart from treasonous revolutionaries 

and French fishwives. Actually carrying through the murder would have given Tina a definite 

burden of guilt, but what Eliot is interested in here is establishing that Tina’s impetuous violent 

intention was at odds with her known character, and that she was mainly reacting to shame that 

she ultimately turns against herself.139  

 Despite her inability to follow through on her intention, Tina still feels wicked because of 

her wicked feelings. Gilfil assures Tina that “the fault has not all been yours; he was wrong; he 

gave you provocation. And wrong makes wrong. When people use us ill, we can hardly help 

having ill feelings towards them. But that second wrong is more excusable” (235-6). Thus, in 

Gilfil’s economy, the assessment of blame falls mostly upon Wybrow. Carlyle’s description of 

Charlotte Corday as “angelic-demonic” captures the real issue: is she good, or is she wicked? 

Carlyle’s answer seems similar to Eliot’s: he assigns the blame to the social and political climate 

in France. He laments that the heart of such a young fair woman is taken up with thoughts of 

murder rather than love. “That twenty-five million hearts have got to such temper, this is the 

Anarchy; the soul of it lies in this: whereof not peace can be the embodiment!” (152, emphasis 

original).  If the problem originates in social conditions and not in the depths of Charlotte 

Corday’s heart, if she, like twenty-five million others, was provoked, then (to use Eliot’s words), 

“The second wrong is more excusable” (236).  
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 Of course, Carlyle was not the only essayist writing about the French Revolution, nor was 

Eliot the only Victorian novelist using it as a setting or a trope. Charles Dickens also wrote about 

it, most famously in A Tale of Two Cities, but also in his other famous prison novel, Little Dorrit, 

which was serialized at the same time that Eliot was writing Scenes of Clerical Life.140 Beryl 

Grey notes the similarity between Dickens’s character Tattycorum and Caterina, and argues that 

a comparison between the two girls’ situations may be useful. Grey argues that Dickens’s 

conservative domestic politics affected his portrayal of Tattycorum; he “compromise[d]” 

Tattycorum by “reduc[ing] the manifestations of her anguish to a mere battle between opposing 

sides of her nature,” rather than exploring the “connection between her situation and her 

fluctuating resentment and remorse” (Gray 53, italics mine).141 Whereas Tattycoram’s anger and 

resentment stemmed from a faulty character, Caterina’s murderous intent was a temporary and 

uncharacteristic outbreak resulting from being tyrannized —i.e., exploited, unjustly treated and 

falsely blamed—by Wybrow. This difference has important ramifications, not only for public 

and domestic politics, but also for Eliot’s argument about blame as a destructive cultural force.  

 Both Tattycoram and Caterina are placed in an “indeterminate role” in their adopted 

family structure, but Dickens and Eliot account for the dramatic, psychological consequences of 

that indeterminacy quite differently (Gray 53). Tattycorum was adopted by the Meagles as a 

companion for their daughter Pet, after the death of Pet’s twin sister. However, the Meagles, 

rather than allowing Tattycoram to fill the apparently empty place of sister and daughter, consign 

Tattycorum to the role of servant; indeed, “her very name . . . stigmatizes her as a foundling” 

(Gray 56, emphasis original). Indeed, it would be impossible for Tattycorum ever to take that 
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place, since Mr. Meagles imagines Pet’s twin growing up alongside Pet: this invisible, ghostly 

twin is more of a daughter than Tattycoram can ever be.  

 It is clear from Dickens’s treatment that the Meagles are benevolent dictators (like Sir 

Christopher Cheverel): they are amiable, good-hearted people who understand and even 

sympathize with Tattycorum’s resentment. At the same time, and as a counterpoint to their 

apparent cluelessness that the boundaries of family could ever extend to someone not of their 

blood or class, Dickens treats it as “natural” and even desirable that the Meagles would fetishize 

Pet’s lost twin. Dickens constructs the situation so that the Meagles blamelessly deploy proper 

respect and natural sentiment to reify Pet’s ghostly twin as a placeholder in the family structure, 

both to emphasize the place that Tattycoram longs to fill, and to exclude her from it. The irony is 

that the Meagles wuld not have adopted Tattycorum had Pet’s twin lived; yet for Tattycorum to 

aspire to Pet’s twin’s place is to symbolically kill her again, or at least to wish her ghost dead. 

Thus, Dickens stigmatizes Tattycorum’s deepest desires for love and acceptance. This double 

bind keeps Tattycorum locked into her battle with resentment, which becomes a battle for her 

soul.  

 That resentment opens her to the daemonic manipulations of Miss Wade. Tattycorum can 

only be saved if she can put off both envy and resentment, repress her desire to either be free 

from the family or an equal member of it, and be content with the subaltern place. As Grey 

observes, “All that is necessary for Tattycorum’s restoration to the Meagles is that her better 

nature should prevail, and express itself in abject contrition” (57, emphasis original). This is very 

reminiscent of Robert Evans’s attitude that “England, with its fine Church and Constitution, 

would have been exceedingly well off if every British subject had been thankful for what was 

provided, and had minded his own business” (TS 23). 
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 Tattycoram’s familial double bind would have seemed disturbingly familiar to Eliot. In 

Eliot’s case, the ghostly placeholder would have been the family ideal that Eliot had never been 

able to live up to: the pretty, respectable, obedient, marriageable daughter who would have 

brought pride rather than shame to the family.142 Eliot began writing “Mr. Gilfil’s Love Story” 

on Christmas Day, alone, while Lewes visited his children, and she would have been 

remembering the previous Christmas she spent with Chrissey and her children in Attleborough. 

She would soon write to Isaac to tell him of her “marriage” to Lewes, which would precipitate 

the break with her family that would last until the last few months before her death. One can see 

why the dynamics of Tattycorum’s dilemma caught her attention, and why she might have felt 

compelled to rewrite Tattycorum as Caterina. 

 In contrast to Dickens, who never directly confronts the Meagles’s role in the 

construction of Tattycorum’s dilemma, Eliot begins Caterina’s story with the outright 

acknowledgment that the apparently cold Cheverels had no “idea of adopting [Caterina] as their 

daughter, and giving her their own rank in life. They were much too English and aristocratic to 

think of anything so romantic. No! the child would be brought up at Cheverel Manor as a 

protégée, to be ultimately useful, perhaps” (152). All the household at Cheverel Manor believe in 

divine right, as the motto over the housekeeper’s fireplace attests: “Fear God and honour the 

King” (153). In contrast, Tina is innately other, even triply so, since she is at once foreign, poor, 

and an orphan.  

 When the Cheverels first bring the infant Caterina home, the staff is suspicious of her 

character, as the gardener Mr. Bates observes darkly, “they’re all alaike them furriners. It roons 

i’ th’ blood” (155). Typically for Eliot, however, the Cheverels are more sympathetic people than 

their doctrine would indicate. Since there is a vacancy in the family structure, Caterina 
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imperceptibly begins to be regarded as one of the family, although it never occurs to Sir 

Christopher that Tina could be in love with his heir, Captain Wybrow. Sir Christopher imagines 

that Caterina and Mr. Gilfil will be wed, and since it is Sir Christopher’s imaginations that rule at 

Cheverel Manor, he assumes that Caterina does not understand her own mind, or that her desires 

will fall into line with his. Like the Meagles, Sir Christopher imagines a family structure that 

excludes Caterina from the place she desires: as a match for Wybrow. Unlike Dickens, Eliot does 

not exclude Caterina from that place by an appeal to sentimentality and natural affection. There 

is no ghostly twin inhabiting the place that Tina desires; in fact of honor, Tina has the first right 

to the place that Wybrow’s fiancée usurps; and thus Eliot makes Wybrow’s culpability (and Sir 

Christopher’s) clear. Thus, while Dickens consigns Tattycorum to a subaltern place, and keeps 

her there by sentiment and “natural” affection, Caterina is merely a victim of the egoism of Sir 

Christopher, and the selfishness of Wybrow.  

 While Caterina and Tattycorum share a liability to “vindictiveness,” Tattycorum is 

chronically angry and resentful. In contrast, Caterina is affectionate, loving, and grateful to her 

adoptive family. Unlike Tattycorum, there is nothing in Tina’s character that can cause blame to 

attach to her actions, and Eliot’s story then turns upon Tina’s feelings of “shame and self-

reproach” at her own temporary desire to kill Wybrow (199). Tina runs away, not like 

Tattycorum because of resentment, but because she cannot face Sir Christopher (199). Tina is 

found several days later in a state of nervous collapse, and in a scene that forecasts the prison 

scene between Dinah and Hetty, it is only Mr. Gilfil’s “deep emotional sympathy of affection” 

that allows Caterina to confess and be absolved, which eases her shame and enables her to begin 

the slow process of healing and restoration.  
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 Her story ends differently than Tattycoram’s. Caterina does not go back home to live at 

Cheverel Manor with Sir Christopher, as Tattycorum returns to the Meagles determined to 

sublimate her desires and accept her place. Instead, Mr. Gilfil begins to create an alternate place 

for Tina within his extended family, and eventually she and Mr. Gilfil are married. As they exit 

the “old Gothic doorway” of the church, the story also apparently exits the gothic mode and 

returns to the pastoral mode, a symbol of the hope that Caterina’s heart is also departing from its 

stony shell to embark on a new life of love and peace (241). However, in Victorian Gothic, the 

heroine’s “liberation from the hold of the past is replaced . . . by a repositioning of the woman to 

fix her in an architectural and political space” (Milbank 156). Once again, sympathy can only 

modulate—not undo—the “moral causes of her enfeebled condition”: the fatal effects of blame 

and shame. Despite her exodus from the Gothic setting into the pastoral setting, Caterina remains 

“imprisoned by her fate”: she never fully recovers from her shame, her anger, and her intense 

self-blame, and she dies in childbirth a few months later (Milbank 156).  

 In Victorian Gothic, the heroine’s “liberation from the hold of the past is replaced . . . by 

a repositioning of the woman to fix her in an architectural and political space” (Milbank 156). 

Both Caterina and Milly are fixed in a similar space through death: in the grave, and reified in 

memory. While Amos Barton has Milly’s children to insistently connect him with life, Mr. Gilfil 

has only memory and the ghostly chamber; transfixed by the past, his ensuing career consists of 

“many an irritating fault [and] many an unlovely oddity” (244). This “trivial erring life” may 

again prompt the community to pour out “harsh blame” as it did for Amos Barton—and the cycle 

continues as the effects of blame and shame continue to spread (244).  

  

Janet’s Repentance 
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 Although Eliot articulates her doctrine of sympathy through characters like Mr. Gilfil and 

Mr. Tryan, it is the trials of those who experience “harsh blame” that move us most deeply (244). 

Of the three Scenes, it is in “Janet’s Repentance” that Eliot makes the most realistic statement of 

the destructiveness of blame. Events that Eliot witnessed while she was a schoolgirl in Nuneaton   

surrounding “the Rev’d J.E. Jones Curate of Stockin’d Chapel” form the basis for Mr. Tryan’s 

character (Hughes 1.13). According to the “Memorandum Book of Occurrences at Nuneaton,” in 

June 1829, there was “a strong degree of excitement produced in the town by the Rev’d E Jones 

from Stockingford Church obtaining a Licence [sic] from the Bishop for delivering evening 

lectures in the Neaton Church. The Town [was] generally opposed to Mr. Jones’ [sic] and his 

Lectures” (Hughes 1.13).  Two and a half years later, in December, “The Rev’d J.E. Jones Curate 

of Stockin’d Chapel died—his partisans and friends made a shew of respect when the funeral 

passed through the Town on its way to the neighborhood of Cheltnam—thus ended Mr. Jones.” 

According to this record, he “was of the Evangelical School in Religion and had caused more 

division and quarrels on a religious score in the Town among the Church people and Disenters 

[sic] than had taken place during the last 1/2 century” (Hughes 1.13, 14).  

 While this memorandum book records the town’s resistance to Mr. Jones in laconic 

terms, it assigns blame to Mr. Jones, who “caused” the “division and quarrels.” While Eliot 

observed the events in person, they were also modulated through the eyes of her teacher, who 

was a disciple of Mr. Jones and a friend of the “real Janet” who, “alas! had a far sadder end” than 

Eliot’s creation (GEL 2.347). In Eliot’s version, she makes Mr. Tryan much more of a victim, 

and absolves him from blame for fomenting conflict in the town. Which account is closer to the 

truth it is impossible to say; Eliot wrote to John Blackwood that “the real town was more vicious 

than my Milby; the real Dempster was more disgusting than mine” (GEL 2.347). Whatever the 
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case, Eliot was not writing history; she was constructing her tale to emphasize Mr. Dempster’s 

role as the agitator and spreader of blame in Milby.  

 The name Dempster means “pronouncer of doom or sentence,” which fits his character as 

the main blamer in the story (Knoepflamacher 78, note 13).  Lawyer Dempster “loves power” 

and wins his arguments, not by superior knowledge, but humiliating and slandering his 

opponents; moreover, Dempster is not above outright lying, bullying and intimidation in his 

quest to win an argument (318). For example, Dempster and Mr. Luke Byles argue about the 

origin of Presbyterianism, which Dempster claims was begun by “John Presbyter, a miserable 

fanatic…[who] inoculated the vulgar with the asinine virus of Dissent.” When Mr. Byles tries to 

correct him, Dempster publicly humiliates him by reminding Mr. Byles that he is a social 

nonentity who is “ignored by the very fleas that infest the miserable alley in which you were 

bred.” As the men in the group laugh, Byles leaves in a “white…rage.” Dempster then slanders 

his character, accusing him of being “a meddlesome, upstart, Jacobinical fellow…an insolvent 

atheist…[and] a deistical prater…[who makes] blasphemous comments” (248-9). While the 

viciousness of Dempster’s character seems over the top, Eliot assured Blackwood that she had 

“softened” her depiction of the true events and people (GEL 2.347). If part of the function of art 

is to “provide a true conception of the popular character to guide our sympathies rightly,” Eliot is 

determined to show how how incredibly vicious blame-based society can be (Eliot, “Natural”).  

 When the advent of the Evangelical minister Mr. Tryan divides Milby into “two zealous 

parties, the Tryanites and the anti-Tryanites,” Lawyer Dempster follows his usual method of 

discrediting his opponents by blaming and slandering Mr. Tryan (Scenes 263-4). “You see it in 

all these canting innovators; they’re all bad ones by the sly; smooth-faced, drawling, hypocritical 

fellows…[whose] hearts are all the blacker for their sanctimonious outsides” (251). When there 
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is a conflict about whether Tryan should be allowed to preach in the parish church on a Sunday 

evening, Dempster stirs up a drunken mob against him, complete with placards and “a hideous 

caricature of [him] being tripped up and pitched headmost out of the pulpit” (282). Dempster 

makes a speech and again speaks evil words about the minister, calling him a “fanatical, 

sectarian, double-faced, Jesuitical interloper” that wants to poison, demoralize and corrupt 

Milby’s wives and daughters and pick the pockets of the men (282). Again, when Mr. Tryan 

walks to the church to give his sermon, Dempster encourages the crowd to scorn him with 

“derisive glances... jeering voices…groans, howls, hisses, and he-haws…and virulent words” 

(315). As in Eliot’s previous stories, the blaming begins to be “poisoned with calumny; and very 

ugly stories…were soon in circulation concerning Mr. Tryan and his hearers” (316).  

 Although Mr. Tryan perseveres in the face of such virulent opposition, Eliot expounds at 

length about his “sensibility to blame” (310):  

He had an acute sensibility to the very hatred or ridicule he did not flinch from 

provoking. Every form of disapproval jarred him painfully… It was one of the 

weaknesses of his nature to be too keenly alive to every harsh wind of 

opinion…The strongest heart will faint sometimes under the feeling that enemies 

are bitter, and that friends only know half its sorrows…While we are coldly 

discussing a man’s career, sneering at his mistakes, blaming his rashness, and 

labeling his opinions…that man, in his solitude, is perhaps shedding hot tears. 

(310-2)  

Unfortunately—and ominously for Mr. Tryan—a bruised sensibility has deadly effect in Eliot's 

works. Mr. Tryan's death at the end of the story is the analog of Milly's and Caterina’s:  

Caterina's “soul [was] so bruised” by Wyburn’s unjust accusations that it was ”too deeply 
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bruised” to live (237, 243), and Mr. Tryan's soul is likewise extremely sensitive. The narrator 

notes that while “his conscience was in repose . . . his sensibility was bruised” (315). While Eliot 

stops short of directly attributing his death to the vicious actions of the community, the language 

of the story allows us to make that connection. When Mr. Tryan walks the gauntlet of “jeers and 

hootings” to church, the narrator comments that “hatred is like fire—it makes even light rubbish 

deadly” (315). The next paragraph of the story warns us that “[o]nly once more did the 

Evangelical curate pass up Orchard Street” among a crowd and “through the church gates;” and 

then it was because he was being carried “to the grave” (315).  

 The language Eliot uses to describe Mr. Tryan's “life and death struggles” likens Mr. 

Tryan's journey to the story in the New Testament when Jesus is forced to carry his cross to the 

site of the crucifixion; like Jesus, Mr. Tryan walks through a hooting, jeering crowd, and the 

narrator writes, “I am on the level and in the press with him, as he struggles his way along the 

stony road, through the crowd of unloving fellow-men.” Like Jesus, Mr. Tryan “is stumbling 

perhaps” but “pushes manfully on, with fluctuating faith and courage, with a sensitive failing 

body; at last he falls, the struggle is ended” (322).  Eliot exhorts the imputed reader who 

presumably agrees with the jeering crowd:  “See to it, friend, before you pronounce a too hasty 

judgement, that your own moral sensibilities are not of a hoofed or clawed [that is demonic] 

character” (323-4).  

 As in Eliot’s previous story, political and religious structures mirror familial ones. As 

Caterina’s story showed, recipents of blame often internalize it as shame, and Janet Dempster is 

the character in Scenes of Clerical Life that most fully and realistically illustrates this dynamic. 

Her husband is verbally and physically abusive to her, but Janet hears “nothing but blame – 

blame – blame” for the situation; not only is Janet’s mother-in-law “disposed to blame” Janet for 
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the problems between husband and wife, many of the other women in the town are as well (338). 

Janet takes to drinking to dull her pain, but that only garners her more blame in the community. 

The narrator is unwilling to join in the blame, noting “An unloving, tyrannous, brutal man needs 

no motive to prompt his cruelty: he needs only the perpetual presence of a woman he can call his 

own” (335). At the crisis of their conflict, Dempster throws Janet out in the middle of the night in 

only her nightgown: a form of shunning, an ultimate act of blame. Janet feels in her 

“humiliation” that she must “hide herself”—a common manifestation of shame—from both her 

husband and the general community (349). Janet has so thoroughly internalized the blame for the 

situation that she feels “too faulty, to liable to reproach” to have any hope for the future (350).  

She is caught in a cycle of shame and self-blame, which alcohol only fuels, so that although she 

feels “ashamed” of her drinking she also feels self-loathing: “I will always be doing wrong, and 

hating myself after…sinking lower and lower, and knowing that I am sinking” (356-7).  

 This cycle of blame, shame and despair appears to be too powerful to break without 

assistance, but Janet’s own church is not a refuge for her, since “no human soul…had entered 

into her sorrows and sins… if there was any Divine Pity, she could not feel it” (345). Mr. 

Tryan’s sympathy—like the sympathy of Christ, who “neither condemns nor reproaches you for 

the past”—gives Janet hope and renews her spirit, enabling her to do the hard spiritual and 

emotional work of forgiving her husband and nursing him through his final illness (361).  Mr. 

Tryan’s gospel message is powerful and touching in the Evangelical idiom Eliot employs, yet 

Eliot emphasizes it is Mr. Tryan’s sympathy—not his doctrine—that saves Janet. Sympathy is 

“wiser than all blame, more potent than all reproof”: that is, wiser and more potent to bring real 

social change, to help people act morally. David Lodge argues, “beneath the surface Christian 

orthodoxy of Scenes, we find the ‘Religion of Humanity’ with which George Eliot sought to 



! ! )*++! NVL!

replace it” (Lodge 8). I would argue instead that Eliot exposed what passed for “Christian 

orthodoxy” as a culture of blame and prejudice, not in fact based upon the teachings of Christ. 

Mr. Tryan is portrait of George Eliot’s most highly evolved Christian, a man of self-sacrificing 

sympathy like the sympathy of Christ, whom she places in stark contrast to the Dempsters of the 

world, who in their egoism and love of power engage in the gossip, blame, slander, calumny, 

shunning, and shaming that cause the suffering, and even the deaths, of the innocent. 
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Chapter Three 

Adam Bede and the First Age of the World 

 In Scenes of Clerical Life, George Eliot had experimented with writing stories that 

challenged the English mythology of the French Revolution. However, the story form was too 

short for Eliot to fully realize the complex narrative structure she had in mind, so she decided to 

“take a large canvas, and write a novel” for her next fiction (GEL 2.381). In Adam Bede, Eliot 

adopted the method she would use and refine for the rest of her novels: the two-level narrative in 

which Eliot uses myth to structure the plot, while using the psychology of Spinoza to explain the 

affective cause and effect at the level of story.143  

 George Eliot had come to believe that “dogmas” are “profound moulds” that “cast and 

form” social and political structures; in particular fault was the doctrine of election that Michelet 

and Quinet had declared was the basis for divine right (Quinet 47). With Adam Bede, George 

Eliot began a more ambitious project in which she systematically criticized the particular dogmas 

of Christianity that underpinned the social and political order in England, organizing her fiction 

according to the Six Ages of the World expounded by the Venerable Bede (d. 735 A.D.).144 

George Eliot chose this mythological framework because it is quintessentially English: St. Bede, 

a Northumbrian monk who was a linguist, a hagiographer, and a historian, wrote The 

Ecclesiastical History of the English People (Historia eccelsiastica gentis Anglorum), a primary 

source of English church history.145   

 Eliot explained the importance of such a mythic structure in the first essay that she wrote 

for the Westminster Review: her review of R.W. Mackay’s The Progress of the Intellect 

(Westminster Review, January 1851).146 In her essay, Eliot argued the importance of 

understanding the particular mythic structures that shaped each particular culture:   
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Now, though the teaching of positive truth is the grand means of expelling error, 

the process will be very much quickened if the negative argument serve as its 

pioneer; if, by a survey of the past, it can be shown how each age and each race 

has had a faith and a symbolism suited to its need and its stage of development, 

and that for succeeding ages to dream of retaining the spirit along with the forms 

of the past, is as futile as the embalming of the dead body in the hope that it may 

one day be resumed by the living soul. (“Progress” 269, my emphasis) 

I have italicized portions of the above quote to point out George Eliot’s method in her novelistic 

career. Her novels work on two levels—plot and story—to make (respectively) the negative and 

the positive arguments for her Spinozan view of human development. She structured the plots of 

her individual fictions (as well as the overall chronology of her works), through the “forms of the 

past”—that is, the Biblical “faith and symbolism” of the English church—to criticize the “dead 

form” of Christianity as she understood it from her readings in higher Biblical criticism. In the 

same essay, she also argues,  

every past phase of human development . . . every mistake, every absurdity into 

which poor human nature has fallen, may be looked on as an experiment of which 

we may reap the benefit. A correct generalization gives significance to the 

smallest detail. (271 my emphasis) 

As the rest of this dissertation will demonstrate, an attention to the smallest details of her fictions 

will show their connection to the larger pattern of biblical—and specifically English—

historiography and mythology.147  Eliot’s negative example for Adam Bede is contained in the 

Venerable Bede’s typological interpretation of ecclesiastical history, based upon his 

Ecclesiastical History of the English Church, and to a lesser extent upon his Commentary On 

Genesis.148  I also discuss Calvin’s Commentary on Genesis to demonstrate how the ideas Eliot 
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found in the early church fathers passed through to the Protestant church as well, and continued 

to influence English culture.149  

 At the same time that George Eliot makes the “negative argument,” she also presents the 

“positive truth,” through a psychodynamics of human relations. In the essay on Mackay, she 

calls this psychodynamics “the divine yea and nay, the seal of prohibition and sanction”—in 

others words, praise and blame, with its corollary shame—and argues that this moral education 

should come, “not by means of Greek and Hebrew, but by that inexorable law of consequences” 

(271).150  I argue that Eliot uses Spinoza’s theories as expressed in the Ethics to work out the 

psychological dynamics of her stories, especially his explanation of the psychodynamics of 

shame, to structure her depictions of this “inexorable law of consequences” in her novels. 

Following Eliot’s process, I will first discuss the negative example of St. Bede’s religious 

typology in Adam Bede, followed by the positive example, a close reading of the text using 

Spinoza’s theories from the Ethics, and from some of his letters.151 

 

Adam Bede and the English Church  

 The title Adam Bede is the first indication of the specifically English mythological 

framework that George Eliot used to structure her novel. The first name, Adam, immediately 

suggests the Genesis myth of the creation and fall of mankind. The last name, Bede, suggests the 

Venerable Bede, the eight-century historian who wrote what is now the only remaining early 

history of England, called the Ecclesiastical History of the English Church.152 The two names 

together suggest the hermeneutic method of St. Bede, who worked typologically in his histories 

and commentaries, “his concern being to show how the story of Israel could be read figuratively 

as the story of the Church in general and of the Anglo-Saxon Church in particular” (Cambridge 

Companion to Bede 135).153 As a historian of the English Church, Bede collated and interpreted 
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the writings of the previous Church fathers, including St. Augustine of Hippo, who first 

elucidated the framework for world history called the Six Ages of the World.154 Bede took 

Augustine’s framework and elaborated upon it, “with an emphasis on the English people’s deep 

connection to God’s providential and apocalyptic plan . . . [and] the English as key players in the 

future of the universal true church—a future that looked imminently apocalyptic” (Royal 42-

3).155  For Bede, “universal history is split into six world ages. Each of these ages is defined by 

well-known biblical events: the flood described in Genesis 6–8 provides the splitting point for 

ages one and two; the divisions for ages three to six derive from the genealogy of Jesus Christ in 

the Gospel of Matthew” (Darby 21).156  

                         Table 1.0  The Six Ages of the World  

First Age   Adam to Noah 

Second Age   Noah to Abraham 

Third Age   Abraham to David 

Fourth Age   David to the Babylonian exile 

Fifth Age   The Babylonian exile to the Incarnation of Christ 

Sixth Age   The Incarnation of Christ to the death of the world 

 

The First Age, from Adam to Noah, is the mythic age that Eliot used to structure Adam Bede. 

The Mill on the Floss is also structured by events in the First Age, while Silas Marner covers the 

Second through the Fifth Ages. Beginning with Romola, the Sixth Age (from the beginning of 

the church until the apocalypse) structures the rest of her novels: Eliot traces church history in its 

Catholic and Protestant mythologies, from Romola to Middlemarch. Finally, in Daniel Deronda, 

Eliot explores Bede’s eschatology of the Last Days, including prophecies about the 

reestablishment of the Jews in their homeland as one of the signs of the coming end.  
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 For Bede (following Augustine), the important plot point of the First Age was not the 

creation, nor the fall of humankind: it was the story of Cain and Abel, which he regarded as 

archetypal.  According to Genesis chapter four, Cain and Abel were the first two sons of Adam 

and Eve. They each offered sacrifices to God: Abel offered a lamb, from his work as a shepherd, 

while Cain offered some grain, from his work as a farmer. The Bible records that God accepted 

Abel’s sacrifice, but rejected Cain’s. Consequently, Cain was furious, and he murdered Abel out 

of shame and jealousy. God then cursed Cain and banished him into exile, and gave Adam and 

Eve a new son, Seth, to replace Abel. The next several chapters of Genesis trace the lineages of 

these two: Abel/Seth’s descendents served God, but Cain’s descendents grew exponentially more 

wicked and violent over time.  

  

The Sons of God and the Daughters of Men 

 Bede (following Augustine) identified Cain and Abel as the types and progenitors of 

humankind, divided into two groups as explained by the analogy of two cities, “the civitas 

terrena, an earthly city for those who love carnal things, and the civitas Dei, the City of God” 

(Darby 71).157  Since God had predestined Abel-Seth to be one of the elect, and Cain to be one of 

the damned, their progeny—the two “mystical cities”—shared their fates: “the [City of God] is 

predestined to reign eternally with God, and the other [the City of Men] to suffer eternal 

punishment with the devil” (Augustine CG XV.1).158 Moreover, the relation between the two 

groups was archetypal, in that Cain’s descendents would always hate and persecute the godly 

sons of Seth. Augustine argued that God intended the separation of the two groups from the 

beginning, as an object lesson for the church:  

It suited the purpose of God, by whose inspiration these histories were composed, 

to arrange and distinguish from the first these two societies in their several 
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generations—that . . . [they] might be traced down together and yet apart from 

one another as far as the deluge. (CG XV.8 my emphasis)159  

This intriguing idea suggests that Genesis is not God’s history, but rather God’s historiography 

of mankind, which makes the next plot twist all the more fraught: “Then the sons of God saw the 

daughters of men that they were fair; and they took them wives of all which they chose” (Gen. 

6:1).  As Bede explains,  

Men refers to the offspring of Cain, who, having turned aside from regard for the 

divine will, had subjugated their minds entirely to human affairs. But sons of God 

refers to those who were born of the race of Seth, and who, by the example of 

their forefather’s devotion, maintained the service that they owed to God with 

pure hearts. (On Genesis 2.168)  

This intermarrying of the two “races” had fatal consequences for humankind, since God had 

intended the two lines to remain separate: their offspring corrupted the entire human race and 

sealed their doom. God “repented” of having made humankind, “whose thoughts and intentions 

of the heart”—through the corruption by interbreeding with Cain’s line—were “only evil 

continually.”  God determined to wipe out the entire world in the Deluge, saving only Noah and 

his family in the ark  (Gen 6.1-4). Thus, the First Age of the World as it is presented in Genesis 

is a marriage plot on a grand scale, the scale of human history: and this is the mythological 

framework that Eliot uses to structure the plot of Adam Bede. 

 

The Marriage Plot of Adam Bede 

  The plot of Adam Bede seems to be a typical Victorian marriage plot: who will Adam 

marry, Hetty or Dinah? What impediments stand in his way, and how will he overcome them? 

Will he be happy in his choice? For Adam, this question has a spiritual and moral import from 
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the very beginning; it is the trials that Adam suffers over Hetty that most affect his spiritual 

growth. Readers, however, have often found Adam’s suffering to be unconvincing, complaining 

that George Eliot abandoned Hetty so that Adam could deserve Dinah. Critics have considered 

this at best a problem of craft in a new writer, and at worst a moral failure; but if my thesis about 

Eliot’s method is correct, the plot of Adam Bede should be shaped by—and indeed 

unsatisfactorily limited by—the mythological structure she is at the same time criticizing as a 

dead form.   

 If Adam Bede conforms to the Genesis plot, then Adam and Seth are part of the elect 

whom Genesis calls the “sons of God.” As such, they should marry women who are also among 

the elect, and Seth (whose name indicates his status among the elect) has indeed fallen in love 

with the godly Dinah Morris, whose beauty is more spiritual than physical. Adam’s conformity 

to God’s plan (what Augustine calls the divine “order of love”) would dictate that Adam should 

also marry a woman like Dinah.160 Adam, however, has been “captivated” by the “bodily 

beauty” of Hetty Sorrel, who is clearly one of the “daughters of men” (CG VX.22).161 Thus, to 

marry Hetty would not only corrupt Adam, it would contribute to—and even perhaps hasten—

the coming judgment of the world, especially if they had children. Adam’s spiritual challenge, 

then, according to Genesis (and Bede), would be to wean his heart away from Hetty, and learn to 

love the higher things of God. However, Adam will not be able to do this on his own, without 

Providential help. God, therefore, intervenes and does not allow Adam to marry Hetty; and after 

a suitable period of mourning and suffering, Adam falls in love with Dinah instead.  

 If the goal of this plot is to keep the elect and the wicked separated, then Adam Bede 

seems to resolve this biblical conundrum in the best possible way. As readers, we agree that 

Hetty is not worthy of Adam. Blinded by Hetty’s beauty, Adam is mistaken in her character. 

This is especially borne out when Hetty becomes pregnant by Arthur out of wedlock. For 
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Adam’s sake, we are relieved that Hetty runs away, even though she breaks Adam’s heart. 

Moreover, if Dinah will not have Seth, she will have Adam, which is probably best. The gentle 

Seth seems content to live with them chastely, while the strong, virile Adam is obviously not 

called by God to be celibate. Adam and Dinah have children, and their family (along with the 

Rev. Irwine) diffuse peace and harmony throughout Hayslope. In contrast, Arthur and Hetty are 

exiled, and even though we hear of them, we never actually see them again in the story. In fact, 

Hetty drowns on her way back home—and drowning in the Deluge was to be the fate of all the 

corrupt “daughters of men.” 162   

 The hardness of this plot seems cruel to us: but to many of Eliot’s contemporaries, it was 

the just, moral ending: the good should flourish, while the wicked should suffer, and these two 

groups should not be conflated. As Eliot’s putative reader puts it in Chapter Seventeen, ‘Let your 

most faulty characters always be on the wrong side, and your most virtuous ones on the right. 

Then we shall see at a glance whom we are to condemn, and whom we are to approve’ (AB 238).  

For these readers, Hetty’s death was sad, but not tragic: she received mercy by being sentenced 

to transportation rather than the hanging she deserved for killing her baby, thus extending her life 

for several years longer than she would otherwise have lived. Arthur also got what he deserved: 

reputation blasted, banished for years, he returned home only after several years fighting 

Napoleon, ill and chastened, a former shell of himself. Although we hear of his return, Arthur, 

like Hetty, does not appear in the story again.  

 I want to argue that this bare plot line, however unsatisfying to us, was also unsatisfying 

to George Eliot because it was shaped by the mythology of election—the historiography of 

shame, as it were—that insisted upon dividing the world into two groups, the elect and the 

wicked, and keeping them as separate as possible. In such a world, mercy is limited, and 

sympathy often called moral casuistry. Fortunately, Eliot subverts the level of the plot by the 
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way she tells her story. The categories of elect and wicked are confounded by religion, class, and 

gender. The nature of the will is debated, along with the question of moral culpability.163 

Appearances deceive. The devious motives of the heart are exposed. Most importantly, the 

power of shame to drive immoral behavior is demonstrated, along with the power of “deep 

human sympathy” to effect forgiveness and reconciliation (AB 241).164 Eliot accomplishes this 

subversive demonstration by combining Feuerbach’s sociological and theological critique of 

religion with the psychological insights of Spinoza’s Ethics, to explain the motives of her 

characters and convince us of the “deep pathos,” the “sublime mysteries” of the human spirit, 

that call for all our sympathy and love rather than facile judgment (AB 247).  

 

Joshua Rann and the Methodists       

   Eliot begins Adam Bede with some humorous incidents in the life of the community that 

ironically illustrate and condemn the partisan spirit of some of its members. While the 

Methodists are gathering on Hayslope Green to hear Dinah Morris preach, the scandalized parish 

clerk Joshua Rann, in “a state of simmering indignation,” sings part of a call and response from 

Psalm 136 (64). The narrator remarks that though Joshua’s action “may seem to have slight 

bearing on the present occasion, adequate knowledge will show it to be a natural sequence” of 

associated ideas (64). Joshua is concerned about “the dignity of the Church” in the face of the 

Methodist onslaught; that dignity “was bound up with his own” dignity as the parish clerk, 

sexton, and member of the “quire;” ergo, he sings the “sonorous utterance of the responses” from 

the previous week’s church service (64). This scene, however amusing, is more than just an 

example of associational psychology, or a set piece of the pastoral character that critics and 

readers praised in Adam Bede: Eliot is using her extensive knowledge of Biblical typology to 

hint at the theological underpinnings of blame.   
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 Psalm 136 sings the praises of God, who enabled the Israelites to defeat the Philistines 

and Canaanites in battle, under the leadership of Moses and his assistant, Joshua:  

  To him which smote great kings: for his mercy endureth forever: 

  And slew famous kings: for his mercy endureth forever: 

  Sihon king of the Amorites: for his mercy endureth forever:  

  And Og the king of Bashan: for His mercy endureth forever: 

  And gave their land for an heritage: for his mercy endureth forever: 

  Even an heritage unto Israel his servant: for his mercy endureth forever.   

  (Psalm 136: 17-22) 165 

Joshua Rann is named after this Biblical Joshua, the hero who would conquer the enemies of 

God by completely annihilating them along with their women and children, so the Israelites 

could settle the land instead. In like fashion, then, Joshua Rann sings these lines to invoke the 

power of God against the Methodist interlopers, lest they “get th’ upper hand i’ th’ parish” 

(101).166 Joshua later urges the Rector of the parish, Rev. Irwine, to drive the “Methodys” out of 

the area, since they are the enemies of “your reverence, ‘an church, ‘an king” (101). Rev. Irwine 

should “excommunicate” one “rampageous Methodist” in particular, Will Maskery, with whom 

Joshua has quarreled; the Squire should also turn Will Maskery “out of house and yard” (107). 

Through his “denunciations,” Joshua is as “rampageous” as he accuses Will Maskery of being, 

and the irony does not escape Mr. Irwine, who exhorts Joshua to “let evil words die as soon as 

they are spoken” (103). Irwine urges Joshua to tolerate Will Maskery and the other Methodists, 

and learn to “live and let live” (103). Through Rev. Irwine, George Eliot turned Joshua's 

theology on its head: the follower of Christ should show mercy to his enemies rather than 

annihilating them.  



! ! )*++! N]Z!

 Moreover, the very name Joshua Rann contains a critique of his blaming religion: it is 

wordplay on the only time that Joshua was defeated by the Canaanites, told in Joshua chapter 

seven. As the story goes, God had commanded the Israelites to attack the city of Jericho and 

destroy it. God specifically forbade them from keeping any of the spoils of war for themselves: 

the spoils were instead to be offered to God in a burnt offering, so that the Israelites would be 

fighting for the glory of God and not their own enrichment. After the Israelites successfully 

destroyed Jericho, they then moved on to conquer Ai—a city much smaller and less fortified than 

Jericho—but were routed because one of the Israelite warriors had kept some of the spoils from 

Jericho for himself. Until the Israelites found that booty and destroyed it (along with the person 

who kept it for himself), God proclaimed that the Israelites would “not be able to stand before 

their enemies” but would have to “turn their backs and run.” The implication of Joshua Rann's 

name is that he has been keeping back something for himself that belongs to God: Joshua is 

really concerned for his own dignity, because if the Methodists seem to humiliate the Anglican 

Church, they humiliate Joshua too.167 Eliot’s vitriolic denunciations against this mindset in her 

essays on the Rev. Cummings and the poet Young are, in these opening passages of Adam Bede, 

softened into ironic humor at Joshua Rann’s foibles. However, as the novel progresses Eliot 

demonstrates that Adam Bede is guilty of the same sin in far deeper measure. His moral 

culpability is much greater than the Genesis plot would suggest, his need for repentance deeper, 

his suffering more real: before Adam Bede’s tale is ended, he will have contributed to the death 

of three persons by his pugnacious, self-righteous attitude toward those who shame him.  

 

Adam’s Unspeakable Desire  

 If Eliot’s early novels have a “dreamlike quality” in which “conflicting wishes and 

desires characteristically rest beside each other,” one reason is that Eliot is exploring Spinoza’s 
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ideas in the Ethics about unconscious motivations (McDonagh 46). In the Ethics, Spinoza argues 

that the passions (including shame) cause certain immutable effects so long as they remain 

unconscious. In order to obtain moral freedom, Spinoza argues, unconscious passions must be 

brought to the light of conscious reason, since only a “clear idea” of them will rob the passions 

of their causal power. In order to have a clear idea of something, it must be able to be put into 

words. If a truth about the self is unthinkable or unspeakable, it is unconscious in the Spinozan 

sense of the word. A close analysis of Eliot’s concept of the unconscious, as she represents it in 

Adam Bede, shows that shame is the engine of repression: the secret desires that we are too 

ashamed to admit even to ourselves, much less confess to someone else, are what prove to be our 

undoing.168   

 In Adam Bede, all three major characters—Adam, Arthur, and Hetty—have unspeakable 

desires. The unacknowledged wishes of Arthur and Hetty are fairly evident: Arthur wishes to 

seduce Hetty; Hetty wishes their illegitimate baby would die. Adam has a secret, unspeakable 

desire as well: that his alcoholic father would die. Adam’s unthinkable wish is similar to the wish 

described—and then immediately disavowed as blasphemy—in George Eliot’s final book, 

Impressions of Theophrastus Such. The first essay, “Looking Backward,” begins with a 

discussion of the unthinkable nature of certain wishes. “Most of us who have had decent parents 

would shrink from wishing that our father and mother had been somebody else whom we never 

knew” (TS 15). While this sentence does not explicitly describe wishing the parents dead, the 

effect is the same: the desire to annihilate one’s parents in a past that “we never knew” (15). 

However, “filial feeling” makes such a desire too shameful to acknowledge, and the only 

appropriate response is repression: “I feel bound to quell such a wish as blasphemy” (18).169  

 This desire to annihilate the person (or the past) that shames us is a recurring trope in 

Eliot’s fiction.170 Caterina’s desire to kill Captain Wybrow; Hetty’s desire to make her 
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illegitimate baby go away; Maggie’s desire to pound nails into the head of her Fetish (in lieu of 

Aunt Glegg); Godfrey’s wish that his drug-addicted wife would die and his brother Dunstan 

disappear: the moral work of all of these characters will be in how they manage this temptation.   

In Adam Bede, we discover Eliot’s first novel-length treatment of the trope—in Adam’s 

repressed desire for his father’s death.  

  

 The reader never gets to meet Adam Bede’s father, who has gone to the tavern and not 

returned, but his shameful absence haunts the early part of the narrative. When Adam returns 

home to find the wood planks in the workshop bearing mute testimony to that absence, he goes 

quickly to work to erase that shame by making the coffin that ought to be there. Adam’s acts of 

the “feelings and imagination” are just as constructed as the coffin Adam is building; closed off 

from both the house-place and the outside world, the workshop becomes a stage where “the sad 

past, and probably sad future” of “scenes” with his father “floated before him” in “swift 

succession” (91). First, Adam projects a future scene of degradation, when his father would 

return home in the morning and “hang down his head,” “ashamed to meet his son’s glance” (92). 

While this is a painful scene from which Adam claims he desires to flee, the fact is that he is 

prone to “think too much on” this scene “every day”: that he mentally hammers out his father’s 

degradation repeatedly suggests that he secretly enjoys seeing his father’s humiliation (86). Then 

Adam vividly remembers “the night of shame and anguish” as a young teen when he first saw his 

father drunk in public; this shame, through repetition and dread, has caused Adam to become “so 

bitter again’ him” (85). Adam is so angry because he sees his father’s behavior as a reflection 

upon himself. He remembers his childhood pride in his father, and how he derived “a sense of 

distinction” by publicly identifying with him (92).171 Since Adam has no hope of his father 

improving, there are only two alternatives to escape the situation: either Adam must run away 
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(an alternative he rejects as undutiful); or, his father must die. Adam must disavow such a 

terrible wish; and so he tells himself that his father is a “sore cross” that he must continue to 

“bear” (93).  

 It is just as he has finished exhorting himself to bear up under his cross that he is startled 

by a “smart rap, as if with a willow wand,” at the house door. “As if by a willow wand” is a 

curious expression: unless one had previously struck at the door with a willow wand, how would 

one know the sound? Later in the paragraph, Eliot provides the explanation: 

The sound was so peculiar, that, the moment he heard it, it called up the image of 

the willow wand striking the door. He could not help a little shudder, as he 

remembered how often his mother had told him of just such a sound coming as a 

sign when someone was dying (AB 93).  

This is a sound and an image that Adam has imagined many times before from stories that his 

mother had told. Gyp howls, and Adam is filled with “imaginative dread,” but when he goes to 

the door and opens it, he finds no one there (94). Adam “walked round the house” and saw only 

“the placid fields on both sides of the brook quite empty of visible life” (93). He returns to his 

task, but soon hears the rapping again, and again Gyp howls. He again opens the door, but sees 

nothing. Adam thinks “uncomfortably about his father” but dismisses the thought. Nevertheless, 

he then goes upstairs to “listen at the bedroom doors” to discover if “both Seth and his mother 

were breathing regularly” (94).  

 This last action betrays that Adam did really fear that the willow wand was a portent of 

death. If Adam “believed in dreams and prognostics,” and believed the willow wand was a omen 

of impending death, why did he rejects its warning as being about his father? Simply, because 

the omen expressed the abjected wish of Adam’s heart, that his father would die of some fatal 

accident and so relieve him of his shame. Moreover, if Adam sought and was able to save his 
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father, the future would continue to be a repetition of the past. Adam had a “deeply-infixed fear 

of his continual degradation,” but he could not allow himself to imagine any “conception of the 

future . . . inseparable from the painful image of his father” (94).  

 Eliot’s treatment of this omen has provoked the objection is that Eliot appears to insert a 

supernatural element into an otherwise realistic narrative. In a correspondence with Blackwood 

about the issue, Eliot expressed frustration that her readers were fixated upon whether the omen 

was real.172 Their confusion is an illustration of Spinoza’s principle that humans are liable to 

misunderstand the real causes of events. Eliot, following Spinoza’s theories, juxtaposes events 

according to the internal, psychological relations of the person to which they happen. Omens, 

according to Spinoza, are “things which by accident are the causes of hope or fear” (Ethics 128, 

my emphasis). Omens are interpreted as “good or evil . . . insofar as they are the cause of hope 

or fear;” and—most importantly for Eliot’s point—“we strive either to employ them as means 

toward what we hope for, or to remove them as obstacles and causes of fear” (Ethics 128). 

Moreover, Spinoza captures the essential ambivalence in omens, since “there is no hope without 

fear and no fear without hope” (Ethics 128). In other words, omens are accidental events upon 

which we project conflicted (i.e. repressed) hopes and fears.173  

 In Adam Bede, Eliot’s analysis of the chain of psychological necessity is most nuanced 

and complete in her treatment of Adam himself. Adam has a secret desire that he cannot admit to 

himself: he wishes his father dead, because he is intensely ashamed at how his father’s drunken 

behavior reflects upon himself. This unacknowledged desire leads Adam to be “hard” upon his 

father (and others who do not seem to anticipate how the consequences of their actions will 

affect others). I believe that Eliot found inspiration for the omen scene in one of Spinoza’s 

letters, in which he discusses the idea of omens in a fashion that closely parallels the scene with 

the willow wand. Spinoza, answering a letter from a correspondent who felt that he had heard his 
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child groaning in the night in a way that was an omen of the child’s later death, assures the letter 

writer that there was no supernatural event, but that instead the “omen” had a natural 

psychological cause: 

As to the omen you mention, namely, that while your child was still in good 

health you heard it groan in the same manner that it did when it had fallen into the 

sickness whereof it soon after died: I should think these were no real groans, but 

mere imagination, since you say that when you rose up and set yourself to listen 

for them, you heard them not so clearly as either before, or afterwards when you 

had fallen asleep again. Surely this proves that these groans were nothing else 

than imagination, which, while being free, could frame to itself a sound of groans 

in a more forcible and lively manner than in the time when you rose up to listen in 

a certain direction . . . . The effects of the imagination, or images, which have 

their origin from the condition of the mind, may be omens of something future, 

because the mind can have a confused presentiment of such a thing.  It can 

therefore frame to itself as firm and lively an image of such a thing as if the thing 

were present. (Spinoza, qtd. in Frederick Pollock’s 1880 Spinoza: His Life and 

Philosophy 57-58)   

This letter aptly describes Adam’s experience: he heard a sound (the rapping) that disappeared 

when he rose up to listen again for it (or opened the door to see what was making the noise). 

Spinoza’s explanation is that the sound is a figment of the man’s imagination, “fram[ed] to 

itself” in a “forcible and lively manner.” However, Spinoza argues, the mind can produce such 

imaginary sounds as “omens of something future, because the mind can have a confused 

presentiment of such a thing.” Adam had such a confused presentiment, because he both hoped 

for and feared his father’s death. Adam projects his unspeakable desire for his father’s death by 
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imagining the rapping sounds he hears while in the workshop.174 Tragically, because Adam 

cannot even put his unspeakable desire into words, the thought of the omen being about his 

father crosses his mind but he immediately pushes the thought away. Thus, he does not go look 

for his father, contributing to Thias Bede’s death by drowning.  

 Yet how is it that Adam is led to project his unspeakable desires at just the time that his 

father was going to drown? In the same letter, Spinoza speculates that we can experience what 

may appear to be prophetic intimations or omens about the future of another person because we 

are tightly bound to that person emotionally; therefore, we share  

not only in his actual existence, but in the consequences determined by his present 

state and potentially included in it. Under favorable conditions, then, he may have 

an extremely vivid imagination of something depending upon the son’s own 

constitution and likely to happen to him, and which in fact does happen to him 

afterwards. (Pollock 58-59) 175  

Accordingly, Eliot does not explain what caused the rapping sound at the door. Adam opened the 

door twice, and even “walked round the house” and saw only “the placid fields on both sides of 

the brook quite empty of visible life” (93). Eliot explains that Adam’s expectations were that his 

father “of late years [had] never come home at dark hours from Treddleston, and that there was 

every reason for believing that he was then sleeping off his drunkenness at the ‘Wagon 

Overthrown’” (94). Thus, the idea that his father might be returning to work on the coffin was, 

for Adam, outside the realm of probable considerations, more especially because Adam was not 

likely to give his father the benefit of the doubt. Nevertheless, immediately after this caveat, 

Eliot gives the real reason: “Besides, to Adam the conception of the future was so inseparable 

from the painful image of his father [i.e., the fear of future shame], that the fear of any fatal 

accident to [Adam’s father] was excluded by the deeply-infixed fear of his continual 
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degradation” (94). In other words, Adam rejects the omen as applying to his father because to 

apply the omen to his father was to admit the abjected wish of Adam’s heart: that his father 

would die of some fatal accident and so relieve Adam of his shame. It must have seemed as if his 

abjected wish had suddenly risen up to confront him. Moreover, if Adam had sought out and 

saved his father, the future may have continued to be a repetition of the past. By this, we can 

infer that Eliot’s intent in this scene is to represent a Spinozan view of the workings of repression 

by revealing both Adam’s repression of his wish that his father would die, and his bad faith about 

it.176 Adam had a “deeply-infixed fear of his continual degradation,” but he could not allow 

himself to imagine any “conception of the future . . . inseparable from the painful image of his 

father” (AB 94). Because he must exclude such an image from his imagination, Adam concludes 

that “it’s no use staring about to catch sight of a sound…better to see when your perpendicular’s 

true, than to see a ghost” (94).  

 This contrast between the ability to see “when your perpendicular’s true,” and the 

inability to see a ghost even when it knocks at your door, represents Adam’s determination to 

blame his father rather than admit the shameful depths of his own anger. Adam carries his 

“mensuration book” about with him constantly, and he is always measuring the world against his 

own fixed standard of righteousness. However, he is unwilling or unable to measure the depths 

of his own anger and despair; and in his determination to exclude the possibility of 

acknowledging his own shame, the workshop space with its closed doors becomes a metaphor 

for his own heart. No wonder that the wood that Adam fashions in his father’s absence is made 

into a coffin: it is a manifestation of the secret wish of Adam’s heart, so that the necessity of 

making the coffin was “the best antidote against imaginative dread,” because with the “ringing” 

of his hammer, a symbol for blame, he can “overpower” any other “sounds” (94).   
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  When Eliot first introduces us to Adam in the workshop in chapter one, he is singing a 

song that acts as a commentary on what Adam’s psychic work will be in the novel. “Let all thy 

converse be sincere/Thy conscience as the noonday clear;/For God’s all-seeing eye surveys/Thy 

secret thoughts, thy works and ways” (57). Here Eliot gets at the psychological root of blame: 

blame functions as a psychic defense against our own shame, our “secret thoughts, …works and 

ways” (57). When Adam and Seth find their father drowned the following morning, the first 

thought that flashes through Adam’s “conscience” is, “So this was what the omen meant, then!” 

(96). Eliot uses indirect discourse in this sentence to capture Adam’s moment of realization that 

is also denial, that ambivalence of hope and fear that Spinoza suggests are present in any omen. 

In this moment, Adam is keenly aware of the consequences of his inability/refusal to read the 

omen: he pictures his father “struggling with that watery death” at the same moment Adam had 

been thinking that his father “was certain to live to be a thorn in his side” (96). The fact that 

Adam connects what he had been thinking with the moment of drowning suggests that he 

understands that it was his thoughts that precluded him from going to search for his father. Even 

if there had been no possibility that Adam could have saved his father, the salient fact is that 

Adam makes the mental connection. While it is unclear whether Adam actually makes the 

explicit connection that it was his repressed death wish that precluded him from going to search 

for his father, the belated recognition shows that there has been a crack in Adam’s repression 

(96, my emphasis).  

 Eliot leaves open alternate possibilities: perhaps if Adam had been able to acknowledge 

his shameful depths of his anger toward his father, he might not have heard the omen in the first 

place; or he might have gone to search for his father and perhaps prevented his death; or, he 

might not have been caught up in the obsessive thinking that led to the repression in the first 

place. While Adam’s inability to read the omen might be construed as a refusal, Eliot leaves the 
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question open, since, in the necessitarian philosophy of Spinoza, they amount to the same thing. 

However, it is only now, as the disavowed wish has become reality, that Adam is able to allow 

his mind to rush “back over the past in a flood of relenting and pity” rather than hardness (97). 

Death is the “great Reconciler” only because it precludes the possibility of future degradation; 

once that fear is gone, it becomes easier to “repent of . . . our severity” (97).  

 Thus, I disagree with Carol Christ’s argument that Thias Bede’s death “occurs as a 

magical fulfillment of Adam’s anger” (131). Christ’s statement assumes that there was no causal 

connection between Adam’s anger and Thias Bede’s death, except in the magical “wish 

fulfillment” provided by Eliot because of “a deep prohibition within herself” against depicting 

“aggressive confrontations” (Christ 137). Christ argues, “in fact, [Eliot’s] consciousness of her 

characters’ capacity for anger, her vision of anger as a constant force in human relationships is 

precisely what motivates her concern with its repression” (137). However, what I have been 

arguing is the opposite: Eliot is not arguing for repression as a means of countering aggression, 

she is arguing against it.  

  

 Thias Bede’s death is for Adam a deliverance from shame and care, much as the death of 

Robert Dempster had delivered Janet from shame and abuse. Yet, part of the tragedy is that, just 

as Janet Dempster had been unable to reconcile with her husband before his death, Adam “had 

not been able to press his father’s hand before parting” and ask him to “forgive me if I’ve been 

too hot and hasty now and then!” (246-7). During the funeral, Adam’s “thoughts ran constantly 

on what the old man’s feelings had been in moments of humiliation, when he had held down his 

head before the rebukes of his son” (247). He begins to recognize his own culpability in the 

relationship, which is a step toward becoming clear about his own emotions and motivations. 

Although he cannot go back and “make amends” for the past, he can try to learn to “master his 
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own will and temper, and go right against my own pride” (AB 247). Adam will be confronted 

with this lesson again and again throughout the text, in his confrontations with Arthur, and in his 

relationship with Hetty. In particular, it will take feeling the depths of Hetty’s shame to extend 

his insight and his sympathy completely, because Hetty enacts the same scenario that Adam has 

repressed. Both Adam’s father and Hetty’s newborn baby die from exposure and suffocation, 

from being cast off and abjected by those to whom they were an embodiment of shame. Thus, 

although in many ways Adam is the epitome of Spinozan rationalism, his unacknowledged and 

repressed shame make him as much a “creatur[e] of passion” as are Hetty and Arthur (Kischner 

32). It will be through his identification with Hetty that Adam forms what Spinoza calls an 

“adequate idea” of his own motivations. Adam must learn to sympathize with Hetty and forgive 

her so that he can sympathize with himself, acknowledge his own culpability, and learn to accept 

those who sin in the face of known consequences.  

 

Shame as Arthur’s “Backstairs Influence” 

 Eliot’s treatment of the character of Arthur Donnithorne is reminiscent of Rousseau’s 

character in Les Confessions, especially in the scene where Rousseau denies his theft of a ribbon 

from his employer by falsely accusing a young female servant. Rousseau explains his action by 

saying that it was his excessive sensitivity to shame that made him lie, and reassures the reader 

that if he had been taken aside in private and gently treated (rather than harshly confronted in 

public), he would have confessed. He also excuses his actions by saying that he took the ribbon 

in order to give it to her (implying that it was his own good intentions and the harsh treatment of 

others that caused his trouble). Arthur Donnithorne is in a similar situation, in which Eliot tests 

Rousseau’s conclusions while exploring the moral weakness of those who are very sensitive to 

shame.  
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 As Eliot depicts him, Arthur Donnithorne’s “own approbation was necessary to him,” and 

he believed that “it was not possible for Arthur Donnithorne to do anything mean, dastardly, or 

cruel” (169).  He also craved the good opinion of others. “I couldn’t live in a neighborhood 

where I was not respected and beloved,” he tells Mr. Irwine (215). However—ominously—the 

narrator warns that although Arthur seems a “seaworthy vessel that no one would refuse to 

insure,” storms can sink ships, and “make terribly evident some flaw in their construction” that 

leads to “casualties” (171). That flaw in Arthur’s construction is that he is too dependent upon 

the good opinion of others, and therefore he is unwilling or unable to admit his shameful, 

repressed feelings—in this case, his desire to seduce Hetty. This desire makes him “dissatisfied 

with himself, irritated, mortified,” but unable to bear scrutinizing those feelings, he puts them 

away; he “refused to believe such a future was possible for himself,” that he could make “a 

scandal of that sort . . . He couldn’t imagine himself in that position—it was too odious, too 

unlike him” (183-84).  

 The scene at the Rectory is eerily reminiscent of the former scene in Adam’s workshop. 

Like Adam’s denial of his death-wish toward his father, Arthur is in denial about his desire to 

seduce Hetty. Like Adam, Arthur allows his feelings and imagination to run away with him. 

Arthur “lived a great deal in other people’s opinions and feelings concerning himself” and “could 

not live in a neighborhood where [he] was not respected and beloved” (215-16). Because Arthur 

often projects a future in which he will be Squire and all the tenants will look up to him with 

adoration and love, he can’t allow himself to imagine “looking like a fool” or a “shilly-shally 

fellow” in front of Rev. Irwine (214). At the very moment when Arthur is deciding whether to 

confess or maintain the status quo, he is confronted with an “omen” just as Adam was. The 

passage, in which Irwine is speaking, is worth quoting: 
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‘Then mind you fall in love in the right place . . . My mother and I have a little 

discussion about you sometimes: she says, “I’ll never risk a single prophecy on 

Arthur until I see the woman he falls in love with.” She thinks your lady-love will 

rule you as the moon rules the tides’ . . . Arthur winced under his speech, for keen 

old Mrs. Irwine’s opinion of him had the disagreeable effect of a sinister omen. 

(215-16, my emphasis)  

Just as Adam had a strong belief in the truth and significance of the willow wand rapping, Arthur 

has a strong belief in Mrs. Irwine’s powers of “prophecy” about him: “He was of an 

impressionable nature, and lived a great deal in other people’s opinions and feelings concerning 

himself” (216). Arthur has every reason to distrust himself and to heed the omen: “This, to be 

sure, was only another reason for persevering in his intention [to confess], and getting an 

additional security against himself” (216). Yet, like Adam, Arthur chooses to disregard the 

omen; not without a struggle, however. Much as Adam blamed his anger on his father’s drinking, 

Arthur blames his lust on being “under a sort of witchery from a woman” (218).177  Irwine (and 

Eliot) will not let Arthur escape with such “elements of excuse” (218). Irwine understands that 

“A man can never do anything at variance with his own nature. He carries within him the germ 

of his most exceptional action;” therefore, the best defense against giving into one’s own nature 

is not fear of shame, but fear of the consequences of our actions upon others.:  

Consequences are unpitying. Our deeds carry terrible consequences, quite apart 

from any fluctuations that went before—consequences that are hardly ever 

confined to ourselves. And it is best to fix our minds on that certainty” (217).  

Fear of the consequences to Hetty ought to make Arthur desist, just as fear of the consequences 

to Adam’s father ought to have made Adam go out and look for him. Neither, however, can face 

the shame of admitting their true desires.   
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 Therefore, when Arthur has the opportunity to confess, he hesitates, for he “shrink(s) 

strongly from incurring Irwine’s disapprobation” (170). After talking about the issue for some 

time in the abstract, the Rector finally “looked straight at Arthur” and asked if he had some 

“danger of your own” to confess (218). Arthur’s reaction is much like Rousseau’s. When 

“brought suddenly and involuntarily to the brink of confession, Arthur shrank back, and felt less 

disposed towards it than ever” (218). While this scene seems to support Rousseau’s contention 

that a sudden confrontation will make a shame-prone person lie, the reader has reason to wonder 

if Arthur would ever have confessed anyway: the Rector had certainly treated him gently up until 

that moment. Be that as it may, Arthur lies to Irwine—“ ‘Oh no, no danger,’ he said, as 

indifferently as he could”—and the plot lurches one step closer toward the crisis (218).   

 Eliot asks the question about Arthur that is true for Adam as well: “Was there a motive at 

work under this strange reluctance of Arthur’s which had a sort of backstairs influence, not 

admitted to himself? Our mental business is carried on much in the same way as the business of 

the State: a great deal of hard work is done by agents who are not acknowledged” (218). 

However, Eliot wrote more openly about the insidiousness of Arthur’s motive than she did about 

Adam’s: 

 Possibly, there was some such unrecognized agent secretly busy in Arthur’s mind 

at this moment—possibly the fear lest he might hereafter find the fact of having 

made a confession to the Rector a serious annoyance, in case he should not be 

able quite to carry out his good intentions. (218) 

To put it baldly, Arthur is a cad and a scoundrel after all: Eliot hints that Arthur’s motive for not 

telling Irwin is not just shame about what he will think, but also the calculation that if he did tell 

Irwin about the temptation, he would have no deniability in the event that he went ahead and 

seduced Hetty (218).178 



! ! )*++! N^^!

 This is a serious charge, a charge that would outrage Arthur’s sensibility towards himself, 

and a charge that outrages the reader’s sensibility. After all, we find Arthur likeable: we want 

things to go well with him. We also like Adam and want things to go well with him. We do not 

want to believe that Adam could be capable of letting his father drown; nor do we want to 

believe that Arthur could deliberately seduce Hetty. Perhaps this is because we do not want to 

admit the “backstairs influence” in our own lives: death-wishes and seduction-wishes are a nasty 

business that can only be repressed. Eliot uses a double negative to capture the bad faith in all of 

us: “I dare not assert that it was not so” (218). As Eliot writes, this struggle against admitting 

one’s own nature is a form of “inward suffering which is the worst form of Nemesis” and should 

call out “pity in proportion to [our] struggles” (217). Indeed, as she concludes, “The human soul 

is a very complex thing” (218).   

  

 Book Four of Adam Bede begins with a chapter titled “Crisis.”  It is harvest time, and the 

wind that is tossing the hedgerows is also tossing the corn: as the narrator laments, “If only the 

corn were not ripe enough to be blown out of the husk and scattered as untimely seed!” (339). 

Unbeknownst to Adam, Arthur has also been scattering untimely seed; while neither Arthur, nor 

Hetty, nor the reader, at this point knows whether this seed will germinate, the time is not far off 

when the results will be evident one way or the other. Thus, the crisis is already in motion, 

though not yet detected. In the meantime, Arthur is getting ready to join his regiment, and Hetty 

and Arthur are meeting when they can in Arthur’s Hermitage in the Grove.    

 The “crisis” occurs when Adam suddenly comes upon Authur and Hetty kissing in the 

Grove. This discovery is for Adam a moment of intense shame and betrayal. Adam’s previous 

doubts about Hetty’s locket had caused him “a terrible pang” and had “poisoned forever” the 

memory of Arthur’s coming-of-age party (333). However, “He understood it all now – the 
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locket, and everything else that had been doubtful to him” (342). Adam is suddenly engulfed in 

the intense shame of understanding that Hetty loves Authur and not him; to Adam, this 

knowledge was like a “terrible scorching light” that “showed him the hidden letters that changed 

the meaning of the past” (342). The metaphor suggests the deliberate deception of using an 

invisible ink, like milk or lemon juice, to write a message that only appears when the paper is 

held over a flame. From Adam’s perspective, Hetty’s virginity is a blank page, white and pure, 

and Arthur has been writing upon it in covert ways that must be illegitimate, since it is only the 

heat of shame that makes the hidden writing visible. Adam’s reaction is one of rage and betrayal. 

 The argument that erupts between Adam and Arthur turns on this idea of deceit, and of 

Adam’s attempts to blame Arthur, which in turn depend upon establishing Arthur’s level of 

culpability (i.e., his “honesty”). What were Arthur’s intentions toward Hetty? Was he just 

careless, just “flirting” as he claimed, or was he a “scoundrel”? (344). And because of the 

difference in class between Arthur and Hetty, did the distinction really matter? Arthur attempts 

to minimize his culpability and rescue his reputation with Adam by insisting that he was only 

“flirting,” and thus had nothing to hide (344). Adam rejects that excuse by confronting Arthur 

with his bad faith, showing him that his secrecy betrays his guilt: “You know it couldn’t be made 

public as you’ve behaved to Hetty as y’ have done, without her losing her character, and bringing 

shame and trouble on her and her relations” (AB 344). Then Arthur attempts to make Hetty his 

equal in blame, first by claiming that Hetty was “not likely to deceive herself” about his 

intentions, and then by asserting that Hetty would be just as much to blame as himself in any 

such affair. “You seem to forget that in suspecting me you are casting imputations upon her,” 

Arthur warns (353). However, Adam rejects Arthur’s attempts at assigning any blame to Hetty, 

by confronting Arthur with the difference in power between the Hetty and himself: “Nay, sir, 
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things don’t lie level between Hetty and you. You’re acting with your eyes open, whatever you 

may do; . . . [but] she’s all but a child” (353).  

 As we have seen in earlier chapters, this rigorous assessment of blame and culpability 

was an important part of eighteenth and nineteenth century morality codes. However, Adam has 

more at stake here than just protecting Hetty’s interests (although his assertion that Hetty is “all 

but a child” is correct, as we will see). Adam’s indignation has the added impetus of personal 

injury. The knowledge of Hetty and Arthur’s affair scorches Adam’s pride, and their deception 

galls him. Adam has been shamed and his honor injured, so the men are working their way up to 

the English equivalent of a duel. Adam delivers the verbal equivalent of a slap in the face with a 

glove: “I throw back your favors, for you’re not the man I took you for” (345-6).  

 However, Arthur’s shock at learning that Adam loves Hetty “made him for the moment 

see himself in the light of Adam’s indignation . . . . All screening self-excuse, which rarely falls 

away while others respect us, forsook him for an instant” (346). Here indeed, Eliot gives Arthur 

a brief window of opportunity: Arthur sees himself through Adam’s eyes, and in that first 

moment of clarity, however humiliating, perhaps Arthur might have confessed. However, 

Adam’s “words of hatred and contempt” wound Arthur and shame him “like scorching missiles . 

. . making ineffable scars” (346). Because Adam is unable to control his rage and contempt, he is 

unwilling to be propitiated, and he provok[es] Arthur to fight by shaming him even more: “I tell 

you you’re a coward and a scoundrel, and I despise you” (346). Thus, any possible moment of 

reconciliation and confession is lost, and the two men begin a fistfight (346).  

 In a moment of ironic foreshadowing, when Adam had met Arthur on the road to 

Arthur’s intended confession, Adam said that he would only fight a man “when he behaves like a 

scoundrel. If you get hold of a chap that’s got no shame or conscience to stop him, you must try 

what you can do by bunging his eyes up” (211). Adam’s faulty assumption is that fear of shame 
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will “stop” someone from doing wrong, and that Arthur is therefore shameless; the irony is that 

Arthur is very sensitive to shame, which leads only to deceiving himself as well as others.  

Moreover, Adam’s own shame and blame overmaster him: in his desire to “wrea[k] his own 

vengeance,” he gives Arthur a blow that knocks him unconscious (347). Adam is at once 

“sickened” by the realization that his anger has accomplished nothing, just as his anger toward 

his father had been ineffectual; it has neither “rescued Hetty” nor “changed the past” between 

them (347). As Arthur continues “perfectly motionless,” Adam confronts once again the 

possibility of having contributed, through anger, to the death of someone he loves because that 

person has shamed him. The “dread” and “horror” of it make him “helpless,” and Eliot ends the 

scene with a tableau, in which Adam is an “image of despair” frozen motionless, “gazing at an 

image of death” (347).179    

 The Victorian tableau usually framed a moral or depicted a moment of Nemesis. This 

tableau, then, is emblematic of Adam’s moral crisis. Will Adam continue to strike out in anger at 

those who shame him? In his tendency toward violence, Adam resembles Cain; he also 

resembles Cain’s descendent Lamech, who in Genesis boasted about having slain one man and 

bruised another (Gen 4.23).180 The scene looks back to his father’s death; it also signals the next 

step in Adam’s moral evolution. To Adam’s joy, Arthur is not dead; Adam gets the second 

chance with him that he did not get with his father. He takes the close call to heart, and after 

Arthur is sufficiently recovered, Adam apologizes for any “unjust” words he spoke in anger, and 

offers to give Arthur the benefit of the doubt about his motives (351). This is a step in the right 

direction for Adam. He wants to let go of his own shamefully wounded pride, and henceforth to 

act only to protect Hetty’s interests, and to believe the best of Arthur he can. Unfortunately, the 

damage to Arthur’s pride has already been done; Arthur cannot bear “regret, self-reproach and 

mortified pride” for long (352).  
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 Because Arthur’s heart has been hardened by the humiliation of the confrontation, he 

takes advantage of Adam’s new sensitivity to deceive Adam all the more, and he turns the blame 

on Adam instead, saying “almost violently . . . ‘You would be wronging Hetty more than me not 

to believe it’” (353). While Arthur agrees to write Hetty a letter to “undeceive” her about his 

intentions and “take blame” for his bad behavior, he agrees mainly because Adam will not let 

him go until he does (354). Unfortunately, since Adam’s “respect and affection could not be 

recovered by any prompt deeds of atonement,” Adam was now become “an embodiment of what 

Arthur most shrank from believing in—the irrevocableness of his own wrong-doing” (357). 

Much later, after Hetty’s trial, Arthurs confesses to Adam that he did deceive him, “but I thought 

it was forced upon me. I thought it was the best I could do” (515).  Adam’s angry blame has only 

strengthened Arthur’s resolution to “tur[n] away his eyes from any bad consequence that was not 

demonstrably inevitable;” and thus, by the interaction between Adam’s violent blame and 

Arthur’s shame, the deceit is perpetuated that eventually ends in Hetty’s killing her newborn 

child (358).  

 

Hetty’s Shame    

 Hetty’s “Journey in Despair” is a harrowing read. Pregnant and “not knowing where to 

turn for refuge from fast-advancing shame,” Hetty leaves her home when “a betrayal of her 

miserable secret” becomes inevitable (411). She has lived in “secret dread” with the “blind vague 

hope that something would happen to set her free from her terror” (411). Hetty’s hopes are blind 

and vague, because she cannot acknowledge her desire for the baby’s death. She can only hope 

that she will miscarry without having to do anything to cause it, but when that does not occur she 

must “hide herself where no familiar eyes could detect her” (411). She finally decides to travel to 

Arthur in the hopes that he would “care for her and think for her” (412).   
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 The narrator states that “Hetty was too ignorant . . . to have any more definite idea that of 

her probable future than that Arthur would take care of her somehow, and shelter her from anger 

and scorn” (418). Yet at the same time, the narrator writes that Hetty “could conceive no other 

existence for herself in the future than a hidden one, and a hidden life, even with love, would 

have had no delights for her; still less a life mingled with shame” (417-18). Neither Hetty nor the 

narrator articulate the only two solutions that could make it possible that Hetty might return to 

her old life. Both options require secrecy, deception, and the cooperation of Arthur (monetarily 

at least): an abortion, or having the baby and then giving it up for adoption (a scenario that would 

require a great of arranging and assistance from Arthur, and the possibility of being left open to 

blackmail).   

 Hetty, like Adam earlier, cannot acknowledge this shameful death-wish; she only knows 

that “something else will happen—something must happen—to set her free from this dread” 

(411). Eliot’s decision not to articulate the alternatives makes the narrator and the reader 

complicit in keeping the secret, in embracing the bad faith that Hetty is showing here. But at the 

same time, Eliot’s use of indirect discourse in the exclamation “something else will happen—

something must happen—to set her free from this dread,” is analogous to Adam’s moment of bad 

faith when he declares, “So that’s what the omen meant, then!”  Hetty knows on some level what 

must happen; “for weeks now, when she has hoped at all, it has been for something at which she 

herself trembles and shudders;” but, trapped between shame and denial, Hetty can make no move 

that requires her to face the truth (410). So, the narrative progresses toward its inevitable end; 

and the only real question is, how culpable is Hetty in the death of her child? 

 Raymond Williams argues that Hetty is a “subject” in the story up until the point she 

abandons her baby, but afterwards she is merely an “object of confession and conversion” (262). 

In contrast to Williams’ position, I want to argue that Hetty is an object all the way through the 
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narrative, because she is constituted (and constitutes herself) through the gaze of others, and is 

impelled, not by her own choices, but by her shame. This is the argument that Eliot, following 

Spinoza, makes to varying degrees about Adam and Arthur as well: that we are only free moral 

agents to the extent that we can cease to be moved by our passions (in this case, shame); and we 

cease to be moved by a passion when we “form a clear and distinct idea of it,” separate it from 

false “external causes,” and unite it with a “true idea” (220). Spinoza insists, “There is not in our 

own power any conceivable antidote to the emotions superior to this, which consists in the true 

knowledge and understanding of them” (221). However, Hetty is by no means capable of that 

kind of self-understanding, and on that basis Eliot asks for our pity: Eliot “presents Hetty not as 

an adult sinner but as a confused child,” so that Hetty’s culpability in the crime she is about to 

commit is considerably diminished (Harris 50).  

 Hetty’s very egocentricity argues against her culpability; as Hetty is ready to set off on 

her journey, Eliot describes her as a “young, childish, ignorant soul” with “poor narrow 

thoughts” and “seeing nothing in this wide world but the little history of her own pleasure and 

pains” (411, 416). Hetty, who “understand[s] no more of this life of ours than a foolish lost lamb 

wandering farther and farther in the nightfall on the lonely heath,” is a picture of foolishness that 

should call out compassion (410). The image of the foolish lost lamb comes in the middle of an 

apparent digression about the life of Jesus and his suffering on the cross. This narrative, in which 

the landscape of a “foreign country” with roadside crosses is superimposed upon the countryside 

that Hetty wanders through, implies that there is another way to deal with shame than to hide it 

“behind the apple-blossoms, or among the golden corn,” or (as Hetty will eventually do with the 

newborn baby), “under the shrouding boughs of the wood” (410).  Here Eliot hints that it is the 

social landscape of England that is the problem, as well as hinting at the solution. In the foreign 

landscape that Eliot alludes to, the roadside cross emphasizes open agony, open shame—but also 
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open repentance and forgiveness. The Methodists also practice this open preaching and open 

repentance, and Eliot ends the passage with a sentence that recalls Dinah’s sermon on the 

Hayslope Green. In her earlier preaching, Dinah had “dwelt on . . . the sufferings of a Savior” in 

her “yearning desire to reclaim the lost sheep” (72).  Here Eliot makes the connection: Hetty is 

that “lost lamb” that needs to be reclaimed (410).  However, in Hetty’s world, there is no 

roadside cross, no open confession of shame---and no forgiveness.   

 Mason Harris does a thorough job of analyzing Hetty’s reactions to the Poysers’s 

“shame-culture,” diagnosing Hetty as suffering from “childhood narcissism accompanied by 

intense sibling rivalry” (55, 53).181  While I do not wish to repeat Harris’s excellent argument 

here, a few points are particularly salient to this discussion. Like Caterina’s family, the “Poysers 

do not see Hetty as ‘a daughter of their own’ but as a ‘penniless niece’ . . . Hetty occupies an 

ambiguous position below the Poysers’ children, yet partaking of the Poyser respectability” 

(Harris 53). This family position invokes the same sort of shameful double bind that I discussed 

earlier in regard to Caterina. However, Hetty is not liked by the Poysers, who care for her mainly 

from a sense of duty. Harris notes that there is an undercurrent of resentment in the family 

toward Hetty as the embodiment of her parents’ disgrace: “Before Hetty’s parents died they 

disgraced themselves through improvident farming,” and Old Martin, Hetty’s grandfather, 

cherishes “a long unextinguished resentment” toward Hetty’s mother, and Hetty herself (Harris 

53). The resentment is often expressed verbally: Mrs. Poyser “often berates her along with the 

servants; it would not occur to her to treat the orphan niece as an equal with her own children” 

(Harris 53). Hetty does not love the Poysers either, and Harris writes that Hetty’s “absence of 

any attachment” suggests a “disturbance” in her past. Yet, paradoxically, Hetty is “very 

dependent upon her family” despite their scorn (54).  
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 Just as Adam was in a state of shame regarding his father, so Hetty is in a state of shame 

regarding her family. The scene in the “two bedchambers” is an ironic counterpart to Adam’s 

scene in the workshop with the willow wand. Just as Adam had fantasized about his father’s 

humiliation come the morrow, Hetty fantasizes about being married to Arthur so she can 

humiliate her rivals, “especially Mary Burge, whose new print dress looks very contemptible by 

the side of Hetty’s resplendent toilette” (199). Just as Adam heard two raps on the door, so Hetty 

hears two raps on her bedroom door. Just as Adam was visited by a “ghost” so too is Hetty: 

Dinah, “covered with her long white dress . . . almost like a lovely corpse,” visits Hetty with a 

warning about an ill-defined future trouble, and then “went out of the room almost as quietly and 

quickly as if she had been a ghost” (206). The scenes are similar in that Adam and Hetty each 

repress the truth that they both wish for: an end to the shame that they feel at the hands of family 

members. Eliot structures the scene similarly to make the comparison between Adam and Hetty: 

each of them deals with shame by repression, and to the extent they repress their shame, they 

will end up acting upon their repressed wishes.  

 Although Hetty imagines the humiliation of Mary Burge, it is really her aunt that she 

wants to humiliate. Mrs. Poyser was always “finding fault” with Hetty, yet Hetty longs for her 

approval (186). Just imagining her aunt’s gaze upon her paralyzes Hetty, who “would have been 

ready to die of shame, vexation, and fright” if her aunt caught her modeling her finery before the 

mirror (201). Nor can she imagine her fantasies “happening in Hayslope in the sight of her aunt” 

(197). Conversely, Hetty imagines Arthur as “an invisible spectator whose eyes rested on her like 

morning on the flowers” (195). If Hetty is so shamed by her Aunt’s (and Adam’s) disapproval of 

her love of finery, how much more must Hetty’s pregnancy exacerbate her fear of her aunt’s 

gaze?  Hetty “had shrunk with irresistible dread” lest her family discover her “miserable secret,” 

and lest she had to face the “scorn” of her “relatives and neighbors” (411). In particular, she 
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dreads “the thought that the eyes of her aunt and uncle would be upon her . . . they would think 

her conduct shameful; and shame was torture” (382). In her journey to find Arthur, her hope is 

that he would “shelter her from anger and scorn” (418). When she learns that his regiment has 

sailed, her hope is crushed, and the alternatives of begging or going to the parish workhouse both 

“lay in the same far-off hideous region of intolerable shame” that Hetty cannot bear to face (424-

5). “Desolate, homeless, unloved,” Hetty has “nowhere to turn for refuge from swift-advancing 

shame,” yet the thought of going home to her uncle and aunt, asking them to “forgive her and 

have pity on her,” is equally intolerable (410, 426).  

She shrank from that idea again, as she might have shrunk from scorching metal: 

she could never endure that shame before her uncle and aunt, before Mary Burge, 

and the servants at the Chase, and the people at Broxton, and everybody who 

knew her.” (426)  

Therefore, after the baby is born, Hetty acts upon her impulse to abandon the baby so she can 

return home as if nothing had ever happened. 182  

 Mason Harris writes that the Poysers were examples of “shame-culture at its most basic” 

(55). “For Hetty and her class, people who are not respectable, and thus have no place in the 

social order, cease to exist morally. ‘Charity’ denotes not Christian love but something so 

degrading that those who receive it have lost all claim to being human” (56). When the news of 

Hetty’s arrest reaches the Hall Farm, “the sense of family dishonour was too keen . . . to leave 

any room for compassion towards Hetty” (459). The “all-conquering feeling” in both Martin Jr. 

and Sr. is that “Hetty had brought disgrace on them all – disgrace that could never be wiped out” 

(459). This “scorching sense of disgrace” “neutralized all other sensibility,” and the family shuns 

her, vowing “not to go nigh her, or ever see her again” (459).   
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 Meanwhile, in jail, Hetty is in a pathological state of shame: as Irwine later tells Adam, 

he was “shocked” at her demeanor; she “shrank up like a frightened animal” when he arrived 

(463). Hetty appears “cold, obstinate” and with a violent shudder, she tells Irwine that her family 

is “not to come near me – I won’t see any of them” (467). During the trial, when she “heard her 

uncle’s name, there seemed to go a shiver right through her; and when they told him to look at 

her, she hung her head down, and cowered, and hid her face in her hands” (474). This refusal to 

see and be seen, and to confess, is interpreted by the jury and those around Hetty as moral 

“hardness.” However, Hetty has only imbibed her family’s values. Harris suggests that Hetty has 

learned to kill her baby from the way that the Poysers reject those who shame the family: “Mr. 

Poyser will act as though he never had a niece, while Hetty ‘denies that she ever had a child’” 

(Harris 59). So Eliot equates blame with murder in its effects: blame results in Hetty’s final 

exposure and ultimate death, much as Hetty’s abandonment of her baby results in its death. So 

blame comes full circle: shame begets shame.  

 Shame is described variously in Adam Bede as “scorching metal,” “scorching fire,”  

“burning,” and “torture” (426, 427, 361, 382). The broadsheet that describes the actual incident 

upon which Adam Bede is based mentions a sermon preached after the execution, from the text 

of Zechariah 3:2, “Is this not a brand plucked from the fire?” (AB, Appendix 2, 592).183 Eliot, for 

many years a strong evangelical believer, would have known this text well, for in it Satan is 

called “The Accuser of the Brethren” (Zech. 3:1). Satan is the blamer, the brands are believers, 

and the fire from which the brand was plucked symbolizes shame and condemnation. This text 

and many others with which Eliot was familiar all warn against judging others; when we accuse 

others, we are acting like Satan. Hetty, at her trial, “looked as if some demon had cast a blighting 

glance upon her, withered up the woman’s soul in her, and left only a hard despairing obstinacy” 

(477). It is her uncle’s demonic blaming gaze that affects her so. In contrast, Hetty imagines 
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Dinah differently than she imagines her family: “She couldn’t imagine Dinah’s face turning 

away from her in dark reproof or scorn, Dinah’s voice willingly speaking ill of her, or rejoicing 

in her misery as a punishment. Dinah did not seem to belong to that world of Hetty’s whose 

glance she dreaded like scorching fire” (427). After Hetty is arrested and tried and convicted, 

Dinah alone will be able to get Hetty to stop hiding and confess, because she alone will embrace 

Hetty in her sorrow and suffering: Dinah alone will not shame Hetty for who she is nor what she 

has done.  

  

Adam’s Regeneration  

 Adam at first resembles the Poysers in that he refuses to see Hetty, due to “the sense of 

shame and betrayal caused by Hetty’s crime” (Kischner 29-30). However, Eliot writes that after 

an “immense effort” Adam “had brought himself to think of seeing Hetty,” since such a meeting 

“might help to melt away this terrible hardness they told him of” (471). He wanted her to see that 

“he bore her no ill-will for what she had done to him,” so that “she might open her heart” (471). 

His intent had been to see her privately, but as he listens to Bartle Massey’s description of the 

trial, and observes Massey’s obvious sympathy with Hetty’s uncle—with none for Hetty 

herself—Adam is moved to ask, “Is there nobody to stand by her, and seem to care for her, in the 

court?” (474). Massey’s conclusion that there is not, makes Adam think of Arthur with 

bitterness, and claim that Arthur “ought to be there” (474). Just then, it strikes Adam as a “new 

idea” that he himself ought to go to court to “own [Hetty]” and “stand by her,” unlike the 

Poysers (472, 475). “They oughtn’t to cast her off – her own flesh and blood. We hand folks over 

to God’s mercy and show none ourselves. I used to be hard sometimes: I’ll never be hard again” 

(475).  
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 The fact that Adam mentions his own past demonstrates that he has been seeing the 

similarities between his own abandonment of his father to death by exposure, and Hetty’s act. 

Eliot intended to make this connection explicit. Just as Adam’s attachment to his father had 

given him an omen of his father’s future, his attachment to Hetty had also given him an omen of 

Hetty’s future: the evening after Thias Bede’s death, Adam dreamt of again finding his father’s 

body in the stream, but Hetty was also in the dream, “strangely mingling herself as an actor in 

scenes with which she had nothing to do. She was even by the Willow Brook; she made his 

mother angry by coming into the house; and he met her with her smart clothes quite wet (from 

the rain) on the way to the undertaker” (170). This dreamwork shows the emotional connection 

between Adam and Hetty and is a prevision of what will happen to Hetty: Thias Bede’s 

drowning is a type of what will happen to Hetty’s baby. Thus, when Adam is in court listening to 

the evidence of the man who found Hetty’s baby, the man’s description of his experience 

matches Adam’s experience with the willow wand in the workshop, detail for detail. The man 

heard a “strange cry” and looked for the source of it, but could not find it; he heard the cry again 

and looked some more, but did not find it; then he left and went about his work. And just as 

Adam found his father’s drowned body upon his return from delivering the coffin, the man upon 

his own return through the wood spied the baby’s hand sticking out of the earth (478-9).   

 Eliot calls Adam’s reaction while hearing this testimony “the supreme moment of his 

suffering” (479). Adam’s “inward action was too intense” for him to be aware of “outward 

objects.” “Unconscious when the case for the prosecution closed,” Adam “heard no more of the 

evidence”—the evidence that convicts him as surely as it does Hetty (479-80, my emphasis). 

Adam is likewise “unconscious” of Mr. Irwine’s “plea for mercy,” “in the witness-box telling of 

Hetty’s unblemished character in his own parish”—although Adam’s character is as unblemished 

as Hetty’s, if not more so (479, my emphasis). Along with Hetty, Adam waits in “deepening 
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horror” for the verdict that is his own as much as it is Hetty’s: “Guilty” (480). The “deep horror, 

like a great gulf” grows between Adam and Hetty until the death sentence is announced; and it is 

Hetty’s “piercing shriek” that causes Adam is “star[t] to his feet and stretch out his arms toward 

her” (481).  

 Although he is unable to reach the fainting Hetty, Adam’s movement of compassion 

toward her, closing the gap of blame, is a moment of spiritual rebirth, when he is able to accept 

in the depth of his heart his identity with her in the same sort of guilt. He accepts what Hetty did 

to the baby (thus by extension accepting his part in his father’s death); he owns her publically 

(thus publically owning his own shameful self); and then he forgives her when she asks his 

forgiveness in the prison cell (thus forgiving himself as well). This bringing of his shame to 

consciousness and forgiving it—through forgiving Hetty—is the final step he needs to take to 

stop being ruled by the passion of shame. Eliot writes that Adam has undergone “a baptism, a 

regeneration, the initiation into a new state” (471).  Eliot uses the language of conversion in this 

scene to show that, by experiencing “that baptism of fire” (i.e., the fire of shame acknowledged), 

Adam is born again, as it were, into a new life: one that is worthy of Dinah (472). Dinah, in this 

scheme, represents not only one of the righteous sons of God, but also the church, the true gospel 

of God.  

 

 Critics have written about Eliot’s seeming willingness to sacrifice Hetty for Adam and 

Dinah’s happiness. It is the injustice of Hetty’s suffering that makes it hard to rejoice in Adam’s 

good fortune, although Eliot assures us that Adam himself was not one to rejoice at another’s 

misfortunes just because he himself benefits from them. Mason Harris wonders, “why the author 

herself abandons the pathetic child for whom she has won so much sympathy” (51). Raymond 

Williams accuses Eliot of preferring Arthur to Hetty, “whom the novelist abandons in an action 
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more decisive than Hetty’s own confused and desperate leaving of her child” (262). The fact that 

Hetty’s sentence is changed from death to transportation (rather than pardon), seems to make it 

all too convenient: Hetty is gotten out of the way so that Adam can get the wife he deserves. 

 However, Eliot made it clear from the first that Hetty was one of the daughters of men, 

doomed to destruction; in the ideology of election, there is no changing her fate. Thus, Hetty’s 

death by drowning on her return voyage is predestined, so to speak, despite clear evidence that 

Adam and Dinah were working actively toward her return. Adam and Dinah had evidently been 

at work in the Poysers’ sensibilities over the intervening years, as had Irwine, as shown by the 

fact that the Poysers were preparing to receive Arthur when he returned. Might not the Poysers 

have been ready to receive Hetty as well, especially since Old Martin had died in the meantime? 

While it is not clear where Hetty would have lived, clearly Dinah and Adam were expecting her 

(perhaps she was married in the colonies and was returning with a husband). It is disappointing 

that we do not get to read about these accommodations and reconciliations, but at least Eliot 

hints at them. Moreover, since the story is mainly about Adam’s spiritual growth, and Adam had 

already forgiven Hetty, one could argue that it was more important for Eliot to focus on Adam 

and Arthur’s reconciliation without the potential distraction of the details about Hetty’s return.   

 Moreover, Hetty had to die so that Arthur could not have any opportunity to “make it up 

to her.” Her death, especially when there was hope of her repatriation and reconciliation with the 

family, was to be part of the suffering and regret that Arthur would have to endure. Eliot wanted 

to emphasize that blame and shame can have unintended, deadly, tragically irrevocable 

consequences, and Eliot wanted to emphasize that lesson for Arthur especially, since he had been 

so prone to believe that he could make up for his mistakes. If Hetty had been allowed to return, 

the novel would not have the moral effect that Eliot intended, since her readers might mistakenly 

conclude that “good could come out of evil”—a common belief in Providence that Eliot was 
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determined to contradict. Instead, we are meant to see Hetty and her baby as tragic victims of the 

mentality of blame and shame that Eliot was arguing against. In that sense, Hetty and her baby—

like Milly, Caterina, and Mr. Tryan before her—are all evidence of the terrible power of blame 

and shame to destroy lives. Eliot was to bring that tragic power home most effectively in her 

next, most autobiographical novel, The Mill on the Floss. 
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Chapter Four 

The Mill on the Floss and the Mythology of the Deluge 

 In the opening scene of George Eliot’s The Mill on the Floss (1860), when nine year old 

Maggie Tulliver explains the picture of "the old woman in the water” from her book to her 

father’s friend Mr. Riley, she is doing more than showing off her acute intellect: she is 

pronouncing her own death sentence. The picture, from Daniel Defoe’s History of the Devil, is of 

a witch’s trial by water. As Maggie explains, “they’ve put her in to find out whether she’s a 

witch or no, and if she swims, she’s a witch, and if she’s drowned—and killed, you know—she’s 

innocent” (MF 18). Here Eliot foreshadows Maggie’s entire career: blamed by family and 

community alike, Maggie is judged as already fallen long before she floats down the river with 

her cousin’s fiancé. As Maggie discovers during her childhood, any attempt at self-assertion will 

be shamed; any struggle for self-preservation will only bring more blame; Maggie must drown, 

both emotionally and literally, to prove her innocence. Eliot questions the value of vindication at 

such a cost; as Maggie asks, “But what good would it do her then, you know, when she was 

drowned?” (MF 18). When Eliot states the situation in these terms we realize that the trial by 

water is not really about the witch at all. It is about something that, in George Eliot’s opinion, 

was much more insidious and dangerous: the tendency in Victorian society to destroy others by a 

rush to blame and shame. 

 As in her previous books, Eliot concentrates on the process of blame, while leaving the 

resulting emotion more or less unnamed, although the word “humiliation” does appear frequently 

throughout the text. Maggie and her father receive most of the blame in the book, so that the 

sentence “Maggie’s heart went out to him . . . at the thought people would blame him. Maggie 

hated blame; she had been blamed all her life, and nothing had come of it but evil tempers” can 

be thought of as a short summary of the dynamics of blame and shame that drive the plot (199). 



! ! )*++! N`O!

The phrase “evil tempers” encompasses the entire range of shame reactions, but especially the 

tendency to respond to blame with humiliated anger and violence. This scenario happens 

repeatedly in the story, but Eliot’s genius is to actually encode the ideology of blame and shame 

that she is critiquing into the very structure of the plot.184 Thus, to make the argument that Eliot 

is writing about shame and blame, one must do more than look for these words and the 

synonyms in the text: one must explore the entire structure of the plot and interpret it through the 

many intertextual references Eliot encodes in its very structure--a structure that is hinted at by 

Eliot’s use of Defoe’s The History of the Devil early in the book to describe Maggie’s plight.  

 The scenario of the witch in the water is sometimes thought to embody the two 

apparently conflicting ideological forces that David Parker argues structure the novel as a genre: 

“an other-regarding Kantian moral” code that “derives ultimately from the Judeo-Christian 

religious tradition,” and the “demand for self-realization that was born in the Romantic 

movement” (Parker 20).185 These are not abstract concepts, Parker argues, but “communal 

stories” that are “part of who we are” as moderns, especially salient in understanding Victorian 

fiction (Parker 17). This is not a new position to apply to Eliot’s novels; critics as varied as 

Parker, D.A. Miller in The Novel and the Police, and David Kucich in Victorian Repression, 

argue that Eliot’s purpose is to explore these conflicting drives, and indeed Maggie Tulliver is 

often cited as the poster child for this conflict between desire and duty. Yet it seems to me that 

this type of reading fails to explain some of the ways Eliot frames her characters’ moral choices, 

especially, I would argue, in The Mill on the Floss. Maggie is the victim of an ideological double 

bind that does not allow her to be either a self-denying martyr or a self-fulfilled woman. 

Rather—like the witch in the water—Maggie is always already fallen. Becoming a saint is never 

an option for Maggie, at least in this life: she is a witch, and her only choices are to admit it and 

be condemned, or to assert her innocence and drown.186 Thus, the terms of the struggle are not as 
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Parker draws them: rather than a contest between self-expression and self-repression, the choice 

is between death and death.187  

 Maggie’s situation in the novel thus seems a little closer to the ideological “double-bind” 

that Sandra Gilbert and Susan Gubar famously called the “angel” and the “monster” (Gilbert and 

Gubar 36). The monstrous woman is self-willed, pursues her own desires, and asserts herself to 

keep from drowning—proving then, by swimming, that she is a witch (who will then be burned 

at the stake). In contrast, for the angelic woman (epitomized by Coventry Patmore’s “Angel in 

the House”), “the surrender of herself . . . is the beautiful angel-woman’s key act, while it is 

precisely this sacrifice which dooms her . . . for to be selfless is not only to be noble, it is to be 

dead” (Gilbert and Gubar 25). For Gilbert and Gubar, Maggie’s struggle is to become that 

“spiritualized Victorian woman who, having died to her own desires, her own self, her own life, 

leads a posthumous existence in her own lifetime” (25). Yet Maggie does not submit to her own 

death-in-life without a fight: “her stubborn autonomy and unknowable subjectivity, meaning the 

ineradicable selfishness that underlies even her angelic renunciation of self,” break out in 

violence periodically (Gilbert and Gubar 27).  

 However, even this does not seem to me to capture the essence of Maggie’s conflict, or of 

Eliot’s cultural critique. Rather than the “angel” versus the “monster” fighting it out within 

Maggie’s divided personality, I argue that the main contrast that Eliot draws is between two 

ideologies. One is the ideology of blame and shame that takes the book of Genesis as its Ur-text, 

especially the biblical narratives of Cain and Abel, Noah’s ark, the Deluge, and the related 

Puritan trope of the trial by water. The second ideology is the myth of St. Ogg’s, a story that 

Eliot constructs which is centered in a female saint very much like Maggie, who reflects the 

values of the Comte’s new Religion of Humanity: sympathy for the needs of the heart, rather 
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than shame and punishment. These two ideologies flow through the story until they culminate in 

the flood at the end of the novel.  

 Eliot argues that the contest between these two ideologies is essentially a contest for 

Maggie’s soul. However, the first ideology, based upon Genesis, dominates the narrative, 

especially the first three books, so that it is important to explore it first. Feuerbach argued that 

Genesis encodes an ideology based upon an un-examined egoism that divides the world into two 

groups: the elect and the damned. Eliot was familiar with this argument from her translation of 

Feuerbach’s The Essence of Christianity, as well as from her readings of Spinoza and Rousseau, 

and she vehemently attacked this kind of egoism in her review essays about Dr. Cummings and 

the poet Young. Eliot’s resistance to such an ideological structure permeates her fiction, and 

explains the moral conflicts therein much better than the dichotomy between desire and duty. In 

order to make this argument, I will spend some pages discussing the ideological framework that 

Eliot is working against, setting it in cultural context, and demonstrating Eliot’s resistance to it. 

These details are necessary in order to then show how she deploys this ideology both to structure 

The Mill on the Floss and then to subvert the terms of this ideological struggle.  

  

Feuerbach and Primitive Religion 

 Eliot gets much of her language about egoism from Feuerbach’s discussion of the 

“Israelitish religion” in The Essence of Christianity (247). Feuerbach’s significant anti-Semitic 

bias is evident in his critiques of “the Jews,” whose God “is nothing but the personified 

selfishness of the Israelitish people, to the exclusion of all other nations,---absolute intolerance, 

the secret essence of monotheism” (95). In Appendix 10 he writes, “The Israelitish religion is the 

religion of the most narrow-hearted egoism” (247). This kind of language is ominous, given the 

later abuses of the Nazi era, which found so much of its ideological basis in the very theorists 



! ! )*++! N`^!

(like Feuerbach) that Eliot read.188 It should be noted, however, that Eliot seems to have realized 

the implications of this kind of thinking later in her career, which led her to write more 

sympathetically about Judaism in Daniel Deronda and Impressions of Theophrastus Such. At 

this early stage in her career, however, she was thinking about religion more from a Positivist, 

Comtean viewpoint, in which the former stages of religion must be superseded by the Religion of 

Humanity. In this sense, then, Eliot’s focus is the primitive, tribal nature of the early religious 

development of humankind (and Feuerbach argues that Christianity as it was being practiced in 

the Victorian era was closer to the primitive religion than it was the religion of Christ).189  This 

primitive religion, as Eliot translated in her edition of Feuerbach,   

expresses a judgment,---an affirmation and a negative one at the same time, praise 

and blame. What man praises and approves, that is God to him; what he blames, 

condemns, is the non-divine. Religion is a judgment . . . the discrimination of the 

praiseworthy from the blameworthy. (82, emphasis original)190  

For Feuerbach and Eliot, the offensive “nature of faith” is that it “adjudg[es] damnation to 

heretics and unbelievers…The believer has God for him, [while] the unbeliever, [has God] 

against him” (207). Moreover, it is incumbent upon believers to “reject” nonbelievers. In fact, 

Feuerbach writes, moral blame of unbelievers is “essential” to faith:  

It is essential to faith to condemn, to anathematize . . . . [because] the unbeliever 

is accursed, rejected of God and abjured by men: for what God rejects man must 

not receive, must not indulge;---that would be a criticism of the divine judgment. 

(207-208)  

Because God is “well-disposed toward believers, but ill-disposed towards unbelievers,” 

Feuerbach writes, “In faith there lies a malignant principle” (207, emphasis original). Part of this 

malignancy is the tautological nature of both election and damnation:  
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But that which has God against it is worthless, rejected, reprobate; for that which 

has God against it is itself against God. To believe, is synonymous with goodness; 

not to believe, with wickedness. Faith, narrow and prejudiced, refers all unbelief 

to the moral disposition. In its view the unbeliever is an enemy to Christ out of 

obduracy, out of wickedness. (207, my emphasis) 

In effect, the elect are chosen because they are good, and the damned are rejected because they 

are wicked. Of course, this must be the case, for otherwise, God’s choice of the elect and the 

damned would be arbitrary, and thus unfair or immoral, especially if the obverse were true (that 

the elect are good because they are chosen, and the wicked are bad because they are rejected). 

Moreover, God’s honor is at stake: “Faith is essentially intolerant; essentially, because with faith 

is always associated the illusion that its cause is the cause of God, its honour his honour” (210).  

 Why all the furor over election versus damnation? As Feuerbach argues, the cultural 

work of this ideology is to make believers the hegemonic group in Victorian culture: “The 

believer is thus alone the legitimate, normal man, man as he ought to be, man as he is recognized 

by God” (208). Thus, as Feuerbach notes, the hegemonic power of blame and shame is self-

authorizing and self-replicating: “So far as classes are concerned, faith already knows whom God 

will place on the right hand, and whom on the left . . . . the flames of hell are only the flashings 

of the exterminating, vindictive glance which faith casts on unbelievers” (209). This type of 

ideological manipulation must be resisted before it passes into violence: “Faith necessarily 

passes into hatred, hatred into persecution, where the power of faith meets with no contradiction, 

where it does not find itself in collision with a power foreign to faith, the power of love, of 

humanity, of the sense of justice” (213). This is exactly the situation in The Mill on the Floss, 

and why Eliot pits two conflicting ideologies against each other in the plot: the ideology of 
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election found in Genesis (through the stories of Cain and of the Deluge), versus the story of St. 

Ogg, which resembles aspects of the Religion of Humanity.191  

 Following Feuerbach, Eliot believed that the tribal morality in which God favors a chosen 

people at the expense of the rest of humanity allowed the elect to indulge a moral self-

complacency and created an entitled sense of judgment toward the non-elect.192  If the 

psychological effect upon the elect is moral self-complacency, the effect upon the non-elect is 

one of shame and anger. Probably the locus classicus of this blame/shame dynamic can be found 

in the Old Testament book of Genesis, in the story of Cain and Abel (Genesis 4.1-12). As I will 

demonstrate, Eliot uses this Genesis narrative to structure the plot of The Mill on the Floss. Eliot 

knew this story from a very young age; not only would she have encountered it in reading the 

Bible and in various church publications, but also in the popular imagination, as I demonstrate 

below. As well, the story was prominent in the Biblical higher criticism, and Eliot encountered it 

in books she reviewed shortly before she began to write fiction.193   

 In Genesis chapter four, Cain and Abel are the children of Adam and Eve, born after the 

fall and the expulsion from the Garden of Eden. Abel, described as “a keeper of sheep,” offers 

“the firstlings of his flock and the fat thereof,” as a burnt offering to God. In contrast, the text 

describes Cain as “a tiller of the ground,” who offers “the fruit of the ground” to God as his 

offering. According to the story, God accepts Abel’s offering and rejects Cain’s (Gen. 4.2). 

Other than the difference in their work (and thus the difference in their offerings), the text gives 

no apparent reason for God’s preference. Cain reacts to this rejection with humiliated anger, an 

anger that eventually leads him to murder his brother Abel, presumably out of jealousy and 

resentment. God curses Cain by proclaiming that the ground will no longer “yield unto thee its 

strength; a fugitive and a wanderer shalt thou be in the earth” (Gen. 4.12).194  The text testifies to 

Cain’s desire for vengeance, not only because he killed Abel, but also because God promises 
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Cain before his banishment, “whoever slayeth Cain, vengeance shall be taken on him sevenfold” 

(Gen. 4.14). Cain’s love of vengeance and violence is only magnified through the generations of 

his descendants: Lamech, in the fifth generation from Cain, declares, “If Cain shall be avenged 

sevenfold, truly Lamech seventy and sevenfold” (Gen. 4. 24). Mr. Tulliver’s litigious spirit is 

one expression of this vengeful spirit, as is the curse he makes Tom record in the family Bible 

against the Wakem family. Tulliver finally releases his resentment by whipping Lawyer Wakem 

violently, a paroxym of rage that brings on his own death by a stroke.    

 The words of the biblical text give the clues that shame and humiliation are at the root of 

Cain’s anger. The King James Version and the Geneva Bible (the two versions in English most 

popular during the nineteenth century in Britain) both translate the verb describing God’s action 

as respect: “And the Lord had respect unto Abel and to his offering: But unto Cain and to his 

offering he had not respect” (Gen. 4.4-5). The text describes Cain’s reaction to God’s disrespect 

as anger, and the main signal of shame, the looking down of the face or lowering of the eyes: 

God asks Cain, “Why art thou wroth? And why is thy countenance fallen? If thou doest well, 

shall it not be lifted up?” (Gen. 4.6). God warns Cain that his anger may cause trouble if he does 

not control it: “If thou doest not well, sin coucheth at the door: and unto thee shall be its desire, 

but do thou rule over it” (Gen. 4.7). Commentators have argued over the meaning of the passage 

for millennia, especially debating why Cain’s sacrifice was rejected by God. Most commentators 

argue that Cain not submissive even before his sacrifice was rejected, and that was why God 

rejected him (more on this below); but what is agreed upon is that after the murder of Abel, Cain 

and his descendents are forever after stigmatized and “driven…out from the presence of 

Jehovah” (Gen. 4.16).  

 In the previous chapter (on Adam Bede), I traced the theme of election in the story of 

Cain and Abel through church divines, such as St. Augustine of Hippo, The Venerable Bede, and 
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John Calvin. In this chapter, I want to take a few pages to demonstrate how pervasive this 

interpretive conflict was in the Romantic and Victorian cultural conversation. The story wanders 

through eighteenth- and nineteenth-century literature much as Cain wanders in the wilderness. 

For example, Lord Byron wrote a closet drama called Cain: A Mystery (1821), which explores at 

length the very question of why God rejected Cain’s offering.195 In Byron’s imagining, Cain is a 

Faustian figure, while Lucifer bears a strong resemblance to both Mephistopheles and to 

Milton’s Satan. Throughout the poem, Cain questions both Jehovah’s character and the entire 

post-Edenic order. Cain’s unwillingness to accept that order unquestioningly is, apparently, what 

causes Jehovah to reject his offering (although Lucifer also hints to Cain that God likes Abel 

better). The poem ends with Cain’s killing Abel because he wants to stop Abel’s blood sacrifice 

to a bloodthirsty God. Cain’s blasphemous conclusion—that Jehovah is merely a self-seeking 

egoist enamored of blood sacrifice—was (perhaps inevitably) read as Byron’s own; in 

consequence, many pamphlets were published criticizing the poem’s theology, and in 1830, 

Harding Grant published an annotated version of Byron’s drama in which each stanza of Byron’s 

poem is accompanied by three to ten pages of notes explicating the controversies therein.196   

 We know that Eliot read Byron, and a few years after The Mill on the Floss, Eliot would 

return to Cain’s story in her poem The Legend of Jubal (1869).197 Her treatment of Cain and his 

descendents gives an indication where Eliot’s sympathies lay in the Cain controversy. She picks 

up Cain’s story from where Byron’s poem leaves off. The opening stanza is about Cain, driven 

out from “Jehovah’s land,” seeking a land “Ruled by kind gods who asked no offerings / Save 

pure field-fruits . . . joyous gods, who winked at faults and folly, / And could be pitiful” (lines 1-

8). Following Feuerbach’s insight that gods are projections of those who worship them, Eliot 

writes that Cain “never had a doubt that such gods were; / He looked within, and saw them 

mirrored there” (ln 9-10). Cain and his descendents flourish “away from harsh Jehovah’s law,” 
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and Cain hopes they will all escape death, until Lamech accidentally kills his own son (ln 24). 

This significant departure from the Biblical text signals again that Cain’s descendents are as 

innocent as was Cain. Then Cain warns them about the ‘mighty God 

Angry with all men’s race, but most with me….we shall all be bound / By the 

harsh bands of His most cruel will, / Which any moment may some dear one kill . 

. . . Pale Death His footprint is, and He will come again!’ (lns 68-74, 81)  

Eliot’s literary Cain, like Byron’s, believes that he is innocent, and that Jehovah is a powerful, 

arbitrary, cruel deity who not only rejects but also seeks to pursue, punish, and even kill his 

enemies. Cain is Feuerbach’s mouthpiece here: the rest of The Legend of Jubal is Eliot’s 

Comtean-inspired depiction of humankind’s spiritual and artistic evolution from that ancient fear 

of death, through Christianity that—“with its Hebrew retrospect and millennial hopes”—has 

“supplied a strong impulse not only to poetry but to all fine arts” (GEL 2.177). 198  

 Not only is the story of Cain and Abel important as a demonstration of the type of moral 

blame and its effects that Feuerbach and Eliot declaimed; it also has particular importance as the 

beginning of two genealogies in Genesis: the descendants of Cain, unbelievers banished from the 

presence of Jehovah, and the descendants of Seth, a child who was born to Adam and Eve to 

replace Abel. The line of Seth is the godly line (the line that God accepts), which Genesis 

chapter five traces up through Noah. Note that these lines are gendered as well: Seth’s line is 

referred to as the “sons of God” (and thus male and chosen); Cain’s descendants are called the 

“daughters of men” (and thus female and fallen).199 Although this gendering is not important for 

this stage of my argument, it becomes important later, so I note it here in passing. Genesis 

chapter six describes the calamity that leads to the flood: the miscegenation between the two 

lines, resulting in corrupt offspring, the “giants in the earth” (or Nephalim), and “mighty men of 

old, men of renown” (Gen. 6.1-6).200 God warns humankind that he will only put up with this 
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corruption for 120 years. Then God chooses Noah, a descendent of Seth, righteous and “perfect 

in his generations” (i.e., not interbred with the descendents of Cain), and saves him and his 

family in the Ark, while the rest of the earth is drowned in Deluge.201   

 One of Eliot’s favorite childhood books, an 1816 version of Daniel Defoe’s The History 

of the Devil—the same book that Maggie loves and shows to her father’s friend, containing the 

story about the witch in the water—describes at length the drama of Cain and Abel, and also this 

story of the miscegenation between the two lines of Cain and Seth. While Defoe demurs from 

trying to explain why God rejected Cain’s sacrifice, he does note that God’s rejection “made 

heart burnings, and raised envy and jealousy in the mind of Cain” (Defoe 91). Defoe writes a 

lengthy bemused speculation about how Satan, taking advantage of Cain’s jealousy, tempted and 

tricked Cain into killing Abel. Such a story establishes—and mitigates—Cain’s guilt, but avoids 

putting the blame on God as a tyrant. Defoe also narrates the later miscegenation described 

above as the cause of the flood: “the sons of God, so the Scripture calls the men of the righteous 

seed, the progeny of Seth, came into the daughters of men that is, joined themselves to the cursed 

race of Cain” (Defoe 102).202 The fact that Eliot refers to the History of the Devil is one more 

indication that she intended the stories therein to be the ideological narrative background of 

Maggie and Tom’s story. While Eliot likens her story to the Greek tragedies and the Biblical 

narratives, the story of the conflict between the Tullivers and the Dodsons is meant to show how 

these epic dynamics of shame and blame play out in the lives of ordinary people, in this case a 

Midlands family early in the nineteenth century.   

  

The House of Tulliver and the Crossing o’ Breeds 

 Familiarity with the blame/shame dynamics in Genesis (and with the story’s permutations 

in popular culture) is especially important in understanding The Mill on the Floss, since Eliot 
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uses the Genesis story, with its ambiguities and controversies, to structure the plot. The Mill on 

the Floss begins in medias res, at the point where the miscegenation between the sons of God 

and the daughters of men has already occurred; the plot turns on the fortunes of two family 

lines—the Dodsons and the Tullivers—and the miscegenation between the two lines. The 

Dodsons regard themselves as the elect, the Tullivers as the cursed, and Maggie and Tom as the 

results of that “crossing o’ breeds” (28). While Mr. Tulliver believes that “you can never justly 

calkilate what’ll come on it,” various characters throughout the story hint about Tom’s and 

Maggie’s vexed, monstrous status and their final end in the flood (28). Bessy’s sisters agree that 

“the Tulliver blood did not mix well with the Dodson blood; that, in fact, poor Bessy’s children 

were Tullivers” (71). Maggie has all sorts of undesirable features that resemble other outcast 

groups in Victorian society. Maggie’s dark eyes and hair, and “brown skin as makes her look like 

a mulateer,” contrast sharply with Lucy Deane’s fair complexion and “blond curls,” so that 

“Maggie always looked twice as dark as usual when she was by the side of Lucy” (71). Her 

“wild” impulsive ways make her resemble “half an idiot” and a “Bedlam cretur”—at least to her 

Dodson relatives (28). Once Maggie impulsively cuts her black hair in rebellion for being 

constantly compared to Lucy, Aunt Pullet declares that Maggie’s “more like a gypsy nor ever . . . 

It’s very bad luck, sister, as the girl should be so brown” (78). Uncle Glegg jokes that she should 

be “sent to jail,” and Mrs. Glegg says that she should be “whipped and fed on bread-and-water” 

– that is, go to prison (78). All these groups have one thing in common: idiots, “Bedlam 

cretur[s],” gypsies, criminals, and “mulateers” are all stigmatized and banished from respectable 

society.203 Believed to be the result of miscegenation or the degeneration of the human race, such 

monstrosities ought not to be allowed, as Mrs. Glegg puts it, to “come and sit down with their 

aunts and uncles” (78). 204  
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 Unlike Maggie, Tom resembles the Dodson side of the family, at least in looks, yet the 

aunts predict that he, too, “notwithstanding he had the Dodson complexion, was likely to be as 

‘contrairy’ as his father” (71). Tom identifies with his father and avoids the Dodson relatives as 

much as possible, a “moral symptom from which his aunt Glegg deduced the gloomiest views of 

his future” (57). Tom, who identifies with the “great fighters” in the “fighting stories” he is told, 

resembles the “mighty men of old, men of renown” who were the giant warrior offspring of the 

cross between the lines of Cain and Seth (Mill 164; Gen. 6.1-6). Tom loves to fight, having 

“thrashed” not only his schoolmates but also Bob Jakin, and threatens to thrash Philip Wakem. 

Philip Wakem calls Tom “a lumbering idiot . . . bellowing at me” (173). Philip also calls Tom a 

“giant” during their confrontation in the Red Deeps, while angrily observing, “Giants have an 

immemorial right to stupidity and insolent abuse” (321).205 While these hints show that Tom is 

slated for judgment by drowning despite his Dodson appearance, it is his mother who predicts it 

for both of the children: “‘They’re such children for the water, mine are,’ she said aloud… 

‘they’ll be brought in dead and drownded some day’” (109). Even so, it is Maggie, as a “small 

mistake of nature,” who receives most of the condemnation within the family, and who is more 

than once predicted to “be drownded some day” (29).  

 Eliot spends the first book of her “generational saga”—which she considered calling 

“The House of Tulliver”—depicting the family dynamics of the elder generation and their effects 

upon the younger generation (Henry “Intro” 9). Tulliver resembles the biblical Cain (and his 

descendant Lamech) in his “love of retributive justice” (159). His combativeness is reflected in 

the “lawsuits, and arbitrations, and things” that he perceives as forms of judgment against his 

interests (35). Afraid of being “ta’en in again,” both in his business matters and in the selection 

of a school for his son, Tulliver is not above blaming others: his view of his opponents is that 

they are fundamentally dishonest, relying upon “the tricks o’ these fellows as talk fine and write 
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with a flourish” (25-6).206 Thus, in his own mind, Tulliver is justified in his “irate, defiant . . . 

sense of injury” toward his “rascally enem[y]” Pivart and the lawyer Wakem (156-6). Wakem in 

particular is—in Tulliver’s mind—a  “scoundrel” and a “knave,” whose “rascality was of that 

peculiarly aggravated kind which placed itself in opposition to that form of right embodied in 

Mr. Tulliver’s interests and opinions” (157, 159). Tulliver’s interests and opinions are, to his 

own mind, as evidently right as the tautology “water is water,” but Tulliver’s business never 

really prospers (much as God’s curse kept Cain from prospering). Moreover, since Tulliver finds 

the decisions made against him by the powers that be (whether Dodson or Wakem) arbitrary and 

“puzzling” (again like Cain), he reacts with defensiveness and a sense of being persecuted (159, 

25).  

 This Cain-like defensiveness is aggravated by Mrs. Glegg’s constant reproaches. Mrs. 

Glegg is the source of most of the blame within the family in the early part of the novel, and Mr. 

and Mrs. Tulliver react to her blame in ways—characteristic of shame—that exacerbate the 

conflict between the two families.207 Mrs. Glegg regards Mr. Tulliver with “mingled pity and 

scorn,” and chides Bessy as “weak” for having “married worse than [she] might ha’ done” (80, 

83). Mrs. Glegg and the other sisters constantly “find fault” with Tulliver’s ways of conducting 

himself in the world and “blame” Bessy for marrying him (208, 158). Tulliver’s intransigence 

about money matters causes the sisters to predict that he will go “headlongs to ruin” and bring 

“disgrace” upon the family (81, 104). As we saw with Adam Bede and his father—and will see 

especially in the case of the Dodsons and Mr. Tulliver—blame can be an effective device for 

producing what it predicts. The shame and resentment that result from constant blame becomes 

part of that “most terribly tragic element” in Eliot’s fiction, “the Nemesis lurking in the vices of 

the oppressed” (“Silly Novels” xx). Cain’s resentment toward Abel, leading to murder, is a 
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figure of the resentment-driven violence that shamed figures like Mr. Tulliver are capable of 

committing.  

 In contrast, the Dodsons use the language of the elect to describe themselves, and take to 

themselves the (male) hegemonic power of the elect to judge other families as unworthy. The 

narrator describes the Dodsons in a voice that is ironic, but also heteroglossic; we can hear the 

neighborhood opinions, and the opinions of the Dodsons themselves, in the description: 

Few wives were more submissive than Mrs. Tulliver on all points unconnected 

with her family relations; but she had been a Miss Dodson, and the Dodsons were 

a very respectable family indeed—as much looked up to as any family in their 

own parish, or the next to it. The Miss Dodsons had always been thought to hold 

their heads up very high . . . . no daughter of that house could be indifferent to the 

privilege of being born a Dodson, rather than a Gibson or a Watson. . . . There 

were some Dodsons less like the family than others—that was admitted; but in so 

far as they were ‘kin,’ they were of necessity better than those who were ‘no kin’ . 

. . . each was satisfied, not only with him or her self, but with the Dodsons 

collectively. (56-7)  

The Dodsons, like the sons of God in Genesis, are favored just because they are Dodsons; their 

“particular ways of doing everything” set them apart from (and mark them as superior to) 

“families ungoverned by the Dodson tradition” (56). The Dodson’s “peculiar tradition as to what 

was the right thing in household management and social demeanor” is a pastiche of Old 

Testament dietary laws and ritual purity: for example, they must restrict themselves to “dry bread 

and tea” when they eat in “‘strange houses,’” lest they be tainted by bad butter or fermented 

preserves (56, emphasis mine).208  The word “peculiar” would have had special meaning to 
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anyone versed in the Bible: five times in the Bible, God calls the elect his “peculiar people,” and 

keeping all the ritual and dietary laws was evidence of being set apart.209   

 Mrs. Glegg, as the eldest Dodson daughter, is the keeper of Dodson tradition. She is 

responsible, in the absence of her father, for keeping the family line unsullied, and she attempts 

to do so by blaming and shaming others. In these examples, “finding fault” is the most frequent 

synonym for blame, but notice that the fault-finding, like blame, is always verbal. The Dodsons 

“did not shrink from uttering the most disagreeable truths that correct family feeling dictated: if 

the illness or trouble was the sufferer’s own fault, it was not in the practice of the Dodson family 

to shrink from saying so” (56, my emphasis). With the lofty proclamation that “it shan’t be my 

fault” if “the ways of the family are altered,” Mrs. Glegg’s unrelenting criticism stems from her 

perceived duty, as the eldest Dodson sister, to maintain the family “standards;” she cannot 

“approve . . . the conduct of families ungoverned by Dodson tradition” (56, emphasis original). 

Mrs. Glegg chides Bessy, who breaks those traditions by wearing her own hair instead of a false 

front, and serving a dinner at a cost that seems extravagant by Dodson standards, by saying, 

“You was never brought up that way, Bessy” (66). For the Dodsons, who believe that “the 

privilege of having been born a Dodson” makes them “superior” to all other families in “two 

parishes,” there can be no greater condemnation (56).  

 Bessy comes in for special blame from all the sisters because of her marriage to Mr. 

Tulliver.210  Tulliver’s family, like Cain’s, is cursed, so that they never seem to prosper: they are 

“unlucky” and prone to “misfortune,” while Tulliver moans that “if you trust to luck, it’s sure to 

be against me” (292).211 The curse runs in the family, as curses are apt to do: the Tullivers are 

“descended from one Ralph Tulliver, a wonderfully clever fellow, who had ruined himself” 

(258). Even mild Mrs. Pullet, generally Bessy’s ally in family disputes, admits “your husband is 

awk’ard, you know, Bessy…so given to lawing, they say. I doubt he’ll leave you poorly off 
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when he dies” (102). Bessy defends herself against this criticism of her marriage by listing all the 

efforts she makes to live up to the Dodson standards in housekeeping. Her insistence, “There’s 

no woman strives more . . . if I was to die tomorrow I shouldn’t be ashamed,” demonstrates that 

shame is exactly what Bessy feels; however, her defense is countered by Mrs. Pullet’s assertion: 

“it’s all o’ no use, you know, Bessy, if your husband makes away with his money” (103, my 

emphasis).   

 “Being always on the defensive towards her own sisters,” Bessy rarely defends her 

husband’s behavior or her choice to marry him (158). Instead, Bessy defends herself at the 

expense of her husband and children. She tends to speak of her husband with a “half-implied 

reproach,” telling Mrs. Moss (for example), “my sisters lay all the fault to me, for they don’t 

know what it is to marry a man like your brother” (158, my emphasis). Bessy’s inability to 

prevent her husband from going to law brings more blame from Mrs. Glegg and the other sisters, 

with the consequence that Bessy’s fretful “plaints” and “deprecati[ons]” of her choice to marry 

Mr. Tulliver are a constant refrain in the novel, as are her laments that “I’m sure I’m as innocent 

as the babe unborn” (198, 26).212  Bessy’s constant complaints about her husband are also 

extended to Maggie, whose “naughtiness” causes Bessy to lament, “Folks ‘ull think it’s a 

judgment on me as I’ve got such a child—they’ll think I’ve done summat wicked” (28, 42). In 

fact, Bessy has done “summat wicked,” at least to Dodson eyes: she has married a Tulliver, a 

family that is cursed and shut out from God’s favor, and brought forth monstrous progeny in 

consequence. Thus, Bessy has good reason to try to dissociate herself from her husband’s (and 

children’s) behavior: she knows to expect no mercy from her sisters if the predicted disaster 

should come to pass. The Dodson ethos, expressed in Mrs. Glegg’s insistence that “Bessy must 

bear the consequence o’ having such a husband, though I’m sorry for her,” foreshadows the 

travails that will soon follow (134).  
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 Mr. Tulliver, of course, does not receive the censure of his wife’s family with 

equanimity. Often “considerably nettled” by Mrs. Glegg’s criticism, Tulliver’s defensive 

reaction is to “speak disrespectful of [Bessy’s] family” and to react “defiantly” whenever Bessy 

suggests that they consult the family about a course of action (81, 25). It is hard to discern how 

much of Tulliver’s animus is because the Dodsons believe they are superior to him, and how 

much is that they are women, since the two seem confounded in the text. Yet we saw in Genesis 

that elect=male (the Sons of God) and damned=female (the Daughters of Men), so Tulliver’s 

shame is two-fold: he is neither a Dodson nor a man in the eyes of his wife’s sisters. In the 

quarrel that sets the tragedy of the story in motion, he accuses Mrs. Glegg of “trying to 

domineer” over him (83). Mr. Tulliver is a man to whom “predominance is a law of life,” who 

married “a pleasant sort o’ soft woman” because “she was a bit weak, like; for I wasn’t going to 

be told the rights o’ things by my own fireside” (192, 35). When Bessy does express an opinion, 

it has the effect of driving him “in the opposite direction to the one she desired,” mainly because 

he sees in his wife “the representative of the Dodson family; and it was a guiding principle with 

Mr. Tulliver, to let the Dodsons know that they were not to domineer over him, or—more 

specifically—that a male Tulliver was far more than equal to four female Dodsons, even though 

one of them was Mrs. Glegg” (85, 159).  

 Tulliver’s refusal to be “domineered over” by a “damned ill-tempered woman” seems to 

reflect a general contempt toward women, although he “should never want to quarrel with any 

woman, if she kept her place” (83). That place is clearly one of subordination to men. 213 Yet, 

one could argue that Tulliver’s apparent contempt toward women is really contempt toward the 

Dodson sisters specifically. This view seems to be supported by Tulliver’s affection for his sister, 

Mrs. Moss, and his daughter Maggie, both of whom are more like him. Maggie’s obvious 

intelligence is a source of pride to him, although he shares the common opinion that an “over 
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’cute woman” will “bring no better price for that” (28). On the other hand, neither Maggie, Mrs. 

Tulliver, nor Mrs. Moss directly challenges Tulliver’s sense of predominance, while Mrs. 

Glegg’s blame and contempt “pique his pride” (83). Insisting to Mrs. Glegg that “My family’s as 

good as yours,” he emphatically defends his own autonomy and power as a Tulliver; telling 

himself “When a man had married into a family where there was a whole litter of women, he 

might have plenty to put up with if he chose. But Mr. Tulliver did not choose,” he defends his 

power and autonomy as a man (83, 85).214  

 For Mr. Tulliver, dominating behavior is a defense against shame. Eliot constructs it as 

the polar opposite of humiliation: Tulliver, Tom, and others like them “can only sustain 

humiliation so long as they refuse to believe in it, and, in their own conception, predominate 

still” (192). Thus Tulliver’s pride leads him to pay off a loan to Mrs. Glegg that he can ill-afford 

to pay, just so that he will not be “beholden to his wife’s sisters” (85). This Cain-like behavior 

confirms Mrs. Glegg in her bad opinion of him: “his state of mind, apparently, was too corrupt 

for her to contemplate it even for a moment” (134). Moreover, Tulliver’s “bitterness” about the 

loss of a previous suit to Wakem causes his “love of retributive justice” to lead him into another 

lawsuit, which he also loses (159). That bitterness is really a synonym for shame, as Eliot 

demonstrates: it is the result of Tulliver’s picturing to himself the public humiliation of losing the 

previous suit, especially the moment when his witness was “made to perspire and become 

confounded” during the trial (159). Tulliver seems prone, as Adam Bede was, to play his 

moments of public humiliation over and over again in his mind, including Mrs. Glegg’s 

criticisms: the metaphor he uses to describe them—“gnawing at ‘em forever”—seems 

descriptive not only of her behavior but of his own mental and emotional reaction (83). Just as 

Mr. Tulliver plays his defeats over and over in his imagination, so he also “predominate[s] in his 

own imagination” ---until he is forced to believe otherwise (192). Thus, while Tulliver’s 
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“irascible” sense of  “his own infallibility” appears similar to the Dodson egoism, it is much 

more apparently a reaction to suppressed shame than is the Dodson unthinking self-approbation 

(236). This difference, too, is the difference between Cain and Abel in the versions of the tale 

told by Defoe, Byron, and (later) Eliot.  

 As we have seen before with Adam Bede, Arthur Donithorne, and Hetty Sorrel, Mr. 

Tulliver does not receive the warnings he is given about his impending ruin, because shame 

blinds him to his own motives. Tulliver’s story is thus the result of a long chain of caused 

behaviors, one of which is Mrs. Glegg’s blame, and another of which is his shame and 

consequent pugnacious behavior, which Eliot likens to an epic tragedy such as the story of 

Oedipus (135). Mr. Tulliver is “as proud and obstinate as if he had been a very lofty personage, 

in whom such dispositions might be a source of that conspicuous, far-echoing tragedy” (191). 

Eliot argues that the linked chain of causes and effects—blame leading to resentment/shame 

leading to denial, leading to bad decisions that only seem to fulfill the dire blameful prophecies 

that caused the shame to begin with—make up the “destiny” of Mr. Tulliver, much as it did of 

Oedipus; both of whom, along with Cain, “might plead . . . that his deed was inflicted upon him 

rather than committed by him” (135).     

 

The Corruption Spreads  

 The blame and shame dynamics that rule the older generation are passed down to the 

younger, and magnified, much as Cain’s vindictive spirit was magnified “seventy times seven” 

in Lamech. Mrs. Glegg’s open disapproval of both Tom and Maggie, along with her dismal 

prognostications about their futures, sets in motion their vexed relationship with each other—and 

with Lucy Deane—that results in tragedy. We have already seen how Eliot’s text constructs 

Maggie and Tom as cursed results of the miscegenation between the Tulliver and Dodson lines. 
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We will now take a closer look at how the blame that Maggie receives and the shame she feels 

set up the psychological, unconscious conflicts that drive her later behavior in the novel.  

    Book one chapter four begins with a scene intended to show how Maggie’s mother 

reacts when Maggie transgresses her Dodson standards. One of the first things we have already 

learned about Maggie is that she has dark straight hair that her mother complains “won’t curl all 

I can do with it” (28). However, Bessy refuses to have Maggie’s hair cut short, because “there’s 

her cousin Lucy’s got a row o’ curls round her head, and not a hair out of place” (29). Bessy 

constantly compares Maggie to “that pretty child” Lucy, lamenting that “it seems hard’ that 

Maggie should be “so comical” when “I’m sure Lucy takes more after me nor my own child 

does” (28-9). Bessy’s attempts to make Maggie look and behave more like Lucy (that is, more 

like a Dodson) are a direct result of her sisters’ criticisms and her own shame; nevertheless, those 

attempts cause Maggie to become “franzy” and “vehemently cross” with her mother (29). In this 

particular instance, Maggie resists her mother’s attempts to curl her hair by dunking her head in a 

basin of water nearby, “in a vindictive determination that there should be no more chance of 

curls that day” (42). This act of rebellion is actually a form of self-assertion: Maggie wants her 

mother to accept her hair as it is (and by extension accept her as she is). But Maggie has little 

ground for hope in that regard, as evidenced by Mrs. Tulliver’s plaintive declaration, “I can’t 

help loving [Lucy] as if she was my own; and I’m sure she’s more like my child than sister 

Deane’s” (56).  

 Notice the adjective that Eliot uses to describe Maggie’s behavior, though: vindictive. 

Maggie’s shame at her mother’s comparisons turns to Cain-like resentment. Her mother’s 

response is not to address Maggie’s behavior, but her character and destiny: “What’s to become 

of you if you’re so naughty?” she laments (42). “I’ll tell your aunt Glegg and your aunt Pullet 

when they come next week, and they’ll never love you any more . . . Folk’s ‘ull think it’s a 
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judgment on me as I’ve got such a child—they’ll think I’ve done summat wicked” (42). Here we 

see Mrs. Tulliver’s shaming tactic: the entire world must know about how bad Maggie is, 

because she resists any efforts by her mother to make her conform to Dodson standards. As a 

consequence, the aunts will “never” love her again, and something terrible will “become of” her; 

Maggie is such a bad child that “folks” will know that she is a “judgment upon” her mother for 

some wickedness. In fact, Maggie is such an embarrassment that her mother wishes Lucy were 

her daughter instead.  

  Maggie believes that the world in general shares her family’s disdain toward her, mainly 

because the family communicates their shame about her when she is in front of other people. 

Maggie’s desire to show her cleverness to her father’s friend, Mr. Riley, about The History of the 

Devil and Pilgrim’s Progress, ends in embarrassing her father, and in her own “disgrace” (34). In 

the same scene, Eliot employs one of the few instances of the word shame in the text: “Hush 

Maggie [Bessy scolds,] for shame of you, asking questions and chattering…Come sit down on 

your little stool and hold your tongue” (39, my emphasis). When Maggie cuts her own hair, she 

not only hears a “chorus of reproach and derision” from the family, but from the hairdresser who 

is called in the next day to fix her hair (78). His “tone of mingled disgust and pity” seems to 

Maggie “the strongest expression of public opinion (93). In a canceled passage, Eliot describes a 

time when Maggie had once hidden under a bed to avoid Aunt Glegg.  

The agony of shame she endured at being discovered in that absurd position and 

told that she was like the naughty tabby that they were obliged to hang because it 

went under the beds, made her ever after renounce the thought of hiding herself. 

Aunt Glegg was a bugbear, but ridicule was a bigger bugbear. (57 n. 3, my 

emphasis)  
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Aunt Glegg’s condemnation of Maggie is typical, telling Maggie that she deserves to die (i.e., 

“hang”) because of her unsatisfactory character. However, even this condemnation pales before 

Maggie’s fear of ridicule; Maggie’s “agony of shame” is that she believes she is an object of 

public scorn even when her transgressions occur in private. This is because her mother adds to 

the ignominy of Maggie’s position by telling her “that all the little boys would point their fingers 

at her when she went out . . . [Maggie] saw at once that if the little boys all knew, their fathers 

and mothers were likely to be informed” (57 n. 3).  In consequence, Maggie imagined that 

“everyone at church the next Sunday knew she had been found under the bed and smiled at her 

for that reason” (57 n. 3). Though Eliot chose to omit that passage from the printed text, it shows 

her conception of Mrs. Tulliver’s way of shaming: she threatens to hold Maggie up to public 

ridicule; or rather, she tells Maggie that she is a public spectacle, even if her indiscretions are 

committed in private. While this says more about Mrs. Tulliver (and her own conception of the 

self as being constituted in the eyes of others) than it does about Maggie, Maggie suspects she 

really has no hope of being able to hide her shamefulness from others. Her mother has convinced 

Maggie that she bears a mark, or stigma, signaling her shameful status: this stigma is Maggie’s 

Tulliver-like brown skin, and dark eyes and hair, which identify her as one of the daughters of 

men, and make it impossible for Maggie to pass as a Dodson, or become like Lucy, even if she 

wants to.  

 Maggie’s anger about her hair (as the sign of her shameful identity as one of the wicked) 

leads her to her “favorite refuge,” the attic, where she keeps a doll, a “Fetish which she punished 

for all her misfortunes” (42). This scene is important for giving us insight into the way that 

Maggie reacts to the shame heaped upon her. “Defaced by a long career of vicarious suffering,” 

the Fetish is a representative of those who blame Maggie. Maggie grinds and beats the doll’s 

head against the chimney, and when she is really angry, Maggie drives nails into the head of the 
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Fetish, a “luxury of vengeance . . . suggested to her by the picture of Jael destroying Sisera in the 

old Bible” (42). Sisera was a Canaanite general of an army attacking Israel, and Jael was an 

Israelite woman who killed him by driving a nail into his temple while he was asleep (see Judges 

4.1-24). Jael acts for God here: the Bible passage concludes that through her action, “God 

subdued” the Canaanite army “before the children of Israel” (Judges 4.23). This passage is 

important because it shows a pattern in Maggie that will repeat several times in the novel: she 

imagines that she, like the Israelites, will triumph over those who shame her, and their positions 

of power and shame will be reversed. By acting the part of Jael pounding nails into the head of 

her doll, Maggie (as Jael) is now one of the chosen, taking vengeance upon the wicked one who 

has been persecuting and shaming her (often, Aunt Glegg).   

 This kind of imagination, Eliot tells us, is the “opium” by which Maggie assuages the 

pain of being continually humiliated (61).We see her often “triumphing over” others in her 

imagination, mainly by reversing their positions, which is an important indicator for how Maggie 

will handle later crises. In this, she is a Tulliver at heart, and thus I tend to disagree with Gilbert 

and Gubar’s interpretation of the passage, in which they suggest that the Fetish also represents 

Maggie, and that she is punishing herself vicariously for being so shameful.215 While Maggie 

displays copious amounts of self-disgust in other parts of the story, I do not believe this is what 

Eliot is trying to communicate here. In the text, Maggie shows no signs of identifying with the 

Fetish. Instead, I suggest that Maggie appropriates the ancient tribal ethos of vindication 

displayed by the Israelites in the Old Testament (especially in the story of Jael and Sisera), a 

mentality that Eliot criticizes throughout her fiction as well as her non-fiction. 216  

 Maggie, as a girl, is discouraged by society (and her family) for showing any aggression 

(unlike Tom, who can thrash his opponents), so she has to take her aggression out vicariously 

upon the doll, and can triumph in her own imagination.217 However, Maggie is not as ruthless as 
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Jael (or Jehovah, apparently): she stops pounding nails into the doll’s head when it occurs to her 

that if she pretended to kill the Fetish, she would not be able “to comfort it, and make believe to 

poultice it, when her fury was abated; for even aunt Glegg would be pitiable when she had been 

hurt very much, and thoroughly humiliated, so as to beg her niece’s pardon” (42). This also is 

very much like Old Testament depictions of Jehovah, who promises in the prophets that after he 

judges his people, he will “bind up their wounds.” 218 This humorous, but somewhat ominous 

passage shows that Maggie, like her father, is not above vengeance and vindictive anger when 

shamed, but that she is also willing to forgive those who ask for forgiveness. Tom, we soon find, 

is made of much sterner stuff.    

 

 Tom, along with inheriting the Dodson complexion and tendency to like salt in his broth, 

inherits the Dodson self-satisfaction and “inclination to blame” (198). He has a “desire for 

mastery” toward everyone he considers inferior to him (99). Despite the Dodson disapproval of 

him, Tom regards himself as one of the elect; he has no doubts about his own goodness, nor is he 

“given to inquire subtly into his own motives . . . he was quite sure that his own motives and 

actions were good, else he would have had nothing to do with them” (320). Consequently, he 

also likes to “pitc[h] into” others “with all that freedom which is derived from a high moral 

sanction” (160). The narrator, in telling us of Tom’s character, slips into indirect discourse so 

that we hear Tom’s opinion of himself: Tom “was particularly clear and positive on one point—

namely, that he would punish everyone who deserved it; why, he wouldn’t have minded being 

punished himself if he deserved it; but, then, he never did deserve it” (52, emphasis original). 

The narrator, in contrast, is less forgiving of Tom’s faults: “Rather a Rhadamanthine personage,” 

the narrator tells us (Rhadamanthus is the judge of the dead according to Greek mythology), Tom 

“desires to hurt culprits as much as they deserve to be hurt, and is troubled with no doubts 
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concerning the exact amount of their deserts” (65). While Tom “thrashes” his schoolmates and 

Bob Jakin, and threatens to thrash Philip Wakem, he reserves his most exquisite punishments for 

Maggie, whom he cannot thrash, since she is a girl.  

 Tom claims to “be very fond of” Maggie, but he views her “contemptuously” as “only a 

girl,” “a silly,” and “a stupid” that he may dominate as he pleases; he “meant always to take care 

of her, make her his housekeeper, and punish her when she did wrong” (49-53). Yet Tom’s 

animus toward Maggie is not due to pure misogyny: he values Lucy as a Dodson, even though 

she is a girl. Thus, it seems that a large part of Tom’s animosity toward Maggie stems from her 

being not just a girl, but a Tulliver. As such, Maggie does not deserve to be forgiven for her 

trespasses: in vain will she offer her peace and guilt offerings to Tom. Eliot’s depiction of 

Maggie’s multiple attempts at confession emphasizes the hopelessness Maggie feels about the 

effectiveness—or rather, the anticipated ineffectiveness—of her attempts to receive absolution, 

whether from her mother, her Aunt Glegg, or her brother Tom.219  Early in the novel, Eliot 

spends an entire chapter (Book One Chapter Four) on an incident that demonstrates this dynamic 

clearly and sets it in its ideological context. A close reading of this chapter demonstrates the 

dynamic of blame and shame between Maggie and her Dodson relatives, including Tom (even 

though we haven’t even met his character until the subsequent chapter), and highlights Maggie’s 

inability to elicit any sense of closure or forgiveness from them. This dynamic reflects the 

Byronic view that Cain already sensed that his sacrifice would not be accepted; Maggie’s 

“dread” of Tom is much like Cain’s resentful dread of Jehovah. 

 

 When Maggie first learns from the mill-hand, Luke, that Tom’s rabbits are dead because 

of her neglect, her “dread” at the coming scene with her brother hints at Tom’s inexorable nature. 
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She cries twice, “O Luke, what shall I do?” Luke’s way of comforting Maggie deserves some 

attention here:   

‘Don't you fret, Miss,’ said Luke, soothingly, ‘they're nash things, them lop-eared 

rabbits—they'd happen ha' died, if they'd been fed. Things out o' natur niver 

thrive: God A'mighty doesn't like 'em. He made the rabbits' ears to lie back, an' it's 

nothin' but contrairiness to make 'em hing down like a mastiff dog's. Master Tom 

'nil know better nor buy such things another time. Don't you fret, Miss.’ (45) 

Notice that Luke does not counsel Maggie to confess, nor assure her that Tom will forgive her. 

Luke’s idea of comfort is to tell her that the rabbits deserved to die because they are “out of 

nature” and “God Almighty doesn’t like em” (46). This is not particularly consoling to Maggie: 

she, like the defective rabbits, is a “small mistake of nature,” and the death of the rabbits, like the 

witch in the water, is another foreshadowing of Maggie’s death (29). In case we miss the 

implication, however, Eliot spells it out more clearly when Maggie accompanies Luke to his 

home. Maggie observes there some pictures representing the biblical story of the Prodigal Son.220 

Since “the indefinable weight the dead rabbits had left on her mind caused her to feel more than 

usual pity for the career of this weak young man,” Maggie confides to Luke: "I'm very glad his 

father took him back again —aren't you, Luke? For he was very sorry, you know, and wouldn't 

do wrong again” (46). "Eh, Miss," said Luke, "he'd be no great shakes, I doubt, let's feyther do 

what he would for him” (46).  Luke is apparently of the opinion that the prodigal, like the 

rabbits, might have been better left to die.   

 The “indefinable weight the dead rabbits left on Maggie’s mind” is that she is structurally 

in the place of both the rabbits and the prodigal. The fact that the prodigal was, as Maggie 

ventriloquizes, “very sorry and wouldn’t do wrong again,” avails nothing in Luke’s mind, nor 

will it in Tom’s (46). Like the unnatural rabbits (and like Maggie and Cain), the prodigal’s 
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“defective moral character” means that his father should not waste his time and forgiveness on 

him, much as Tom should have not wasted time on the rabbits (46). Eliot’s irony here is 

unmistakable. In the New Testament allegory, the father, who is meant to figure God, freely 

accepts the prodigal back into the family, shields him from blame by giving him a robe and the 

family ring, and forgives him, because he loves him. It is the elder son who resents the father’s 

acceptance: he, like Luke, Tom, and Mrs. Glegg—and like broader Victorian society—feels that 

the prodigal should be punished for what he has done, and should certainly not be accepted back 

into the family as if nothing had happened. Unlike Jesus, who taught the transforming power of 

mercy, Victorian society often withheld forgiveness and offered punishment (and banishment) 

instead. 

 With such a bleak prospect before her, it is no wonder “Maggie's heart began to flutter 

with fear” when it was time to confess to Tom (49). “Maggie dreaded Tom’s anger above all 

things—it was quite a different anger from her own” (49). Yet, Tom does not yell at Maggie: 

instead, he shames her as punishment, a proceeding much more agonizing than mere yelling. The 

scene is painfully drawn out. First, Maggie tries to proactively mitigate Tom’s anger by offering 

to pay for more rabbits.221 When she finally has to admit that his rabbits are dead, Tom’s reaction 

is swift and decisive: “I don’t love you, Maggie. You shan’t go fishing with me to-morrow. I told 

you to go and see the rabbits every day” (49). Maggie’s tearful plea, “I forgot—and I couldn’t 

help it, indeed, Tom. I’m so very sorry,” earns her no mercy from Tom. “Yes, you could …if 

you’d minded what you were doing,” he insists (50). Elder-brother-like, he refuses to forgive her, 

telling her “severely,” “you’re a naughty girl, and I’m sorry I bought you the fish-line” (49-

50).222 Then he repeats again: “I don’t love you” (49). Maggie is crushed by his rejection. “O, 

Tom, it’s very cruel,” sobbed Maggie. “I’d forgive you, if you forgot anything—I wouldn’t mind 

what you did—I’d forgive you and love you” (49). Tom attests to his own moral superiority as a 
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reason why she will never have to forgive him for anything: “Yes, you’re a silly—but I never do 

forget things—I don’t” (50). Maggie’s distress, although she is “shaking with sobs,” does not 

soften Tom’s heart. Instead, he “shook her off” and then lectured her on his superiority as a 

brother, ending again with “You’re a naughty girl, and you shan’t go fishing with me tomorrow” 

(50). Then, because “he meant to punish her,” he “ran away from Maggie” and ignored her for 

the rest of the afternoon (50). 

 Maggie’s condemnation is complete: it is not just what she does (or forgets to do), but 

what she is, that earns Tom’s contempt. In this, Maggie’s situation is much like Cain’s. After the 

fall, an offering to Jehovah was among other things a plea for forgiveness, a propitiation of sin; 

Jehovah’s rejection of Cain’s sacrifice is thus essentially a refusal to forgive him and accept him, 

for some unspecified reason having to do with his character. Maggie spends the rest of the 

afternoon in self-banishment in the attic, because “What use was anything if Tom didn’t love 

her?” (50). She waits in hope he will come find her and forgive her, and the fact that Maggie 

“wanted Tom to forgive her because he loved her, not because his father told him,” also likens 

Maggie to the prodigal, and Tom to the elder brother in the tale of the Prodigal. The rest of the 

scene could be thought as a creative imagining of the encounter between the returned prodigal 

and his resentful elder bother. “The need of being loved, the strongest need in poor Maggie’s 

nature,” eventually determines Maggie to creep downstairs to “beg for pity” and get her father to 

“take her part” (51). Just at that moment, Tom does appear at the top of the attic stairs, causing 

Maggie a “sudden shock of hope.” However, since it is at his father’s command “to be good to 

her” rather than out of love for her, Tom does so “rather sullenly…and not intending to reprieve 

Maggie’s punishment, which was no more than she deserved” (51). Maggie’s sobbing plea, “O 

Tom, please forgive me—I can’t bear it—I will always be good—always remember things—do 

love me—please, dear Tom!” finally finds a few “tender fibres” within him, and he relents, even 
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calling her the pet name “Magsie” for the first time in the book (52). Much to the relief of the 

sensitive reader who has been suffering along with Maggie, Tom does take her fishing the next 

day, and it is “one of their happy mornings,” so that Maggie “thought it would make a very nice 

heaven to sit by the pool in that way, and never be scolded” (54).223 Here, Maggie imagines her 

relationship with Tom as like the one the elect enjoy with God, a “very nice heaven.”  Such a life 

without blame seems impossible to Maggie in this world, so she imagines it in the next.224 

Unfortunately, such scenes with Tom are few and far between.  Because Tom’s favor is arbitrary 

and demeaning, it leads Maggie to act, not from love alone, but from fear: “Her brother was the 

human being of whom she had been most afraid, from her childhood upwards; afraid with that 

fear which springs in us when we love one that is inexorable, unbending, unmodifiable—with a 

mind that we can never mould ourselves upon, and yet that we cannot endure to alienate from 

us” (441). Throughout the novel, Maggie keeps trying—and failing—to please Tom; and because 

her motivation is fear mixed with love, she experiences resentment toward him.  

 Tom is prone to placing Maggie into double binds big and small, so that no matter what 

she does, she is blamable. The scene with the jam puff shows this dynamic very clearly. They 

must divide the last jam puff between them, and to be “fair” Tom allows Maggie to choose 

which half she gets with her eyes closed. When she gets the better piece, she immediately offers 

it to Tom, hoping to please him. He declines on the basis that it would not be fair, but then, when 

Maggie finishes her larger piece without thinking to offer him the last bite, he accuses her of 

being “a greedy” (59). Tom’s strict notions of justice require that he refuse the larger piece, and 

that he not ask for the last bite; Maggie is supposed to divine her role and offer him the last bite 

to make things fair, since she had the larger piece. Because she fails to understand this, Tom 

accuses her of greed, though Maggie is a very generous person who would have preferred to give 

Tom the entire piece rather than have him angry with her. Maggie has once again failed to 
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comprehend the unspoken rules of justice, but she is unable to placate Tom. The scene resembles 

the offering of Cain to Jehovah, who rejects it based upon some equally unforeseen technicality. 

Here it is important to notice that Tom casts himself as Jehovah or one of the chosen, rather than 

Cain. This is a departure from the way the text has constructed both Tom and Maggie as 

descendents of Cain. Is Tom a Tulliver, or is he a Dodson? That answer must wait until the end 

of the novel; there is no question, however, that Maggie is one of Cain’s line. Maggie indulges 

her Cain-like “keen sense of unmerited reproach” for about ten minutes, before “resentment 

began to give way to the desire of reconciliation” (59). However, Maggie discovers that Tom has 

already gone off to play with Bob Jakin. 

 Eliot constructs the scene with Bob Jakin to connect Tom’s judgmental attitude with the 

larger trope of the elect and the wicked, as instantiated in the biblical tale of Noah’s Ark. As was 

explained earlier in this chapter, Noah is descended from the line of Seth, and Noah’s lineage is 

pure, that is, it has not been contaminated with any interbreeding with the line of Cain. Thus only 

Noah and his family are chosen to go into the ark, while all the rest of the world, the “wicked,” 

must drown in the flood. Eliot plays with this trope throughout the passage. Maggie “felt sure 

that Bob was wicked, without very distinctly knowing why . . . an irregular character, perhaps 

even slightly diabolical” (60).225 Tom enjoyed Bob’s company despite the class difference, since 

Bob was “an inferior, who could always be treated with authority” (60). As Tom and Bob begin 

to argue about a “big flood” in the past, Bob boasts, “I don’t care about a flood coming…I don’t 

mind the water…I’d swim—I would” (62). Tom imagines that in such a case, “When I’m a man, 

I shall make a boat with a wooden house on top of it, like Noah’s ark, and keep plenty in it—

rabbits and things—all ready. And then if the flood came, you know, Bob, I shouldn’t mind” 

(62). Then Tom adds as an afterthought, “And I’d take you in, if I saw you swimming” (62). The 
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parallels with the Biblical narrative are clear. Again, Tom imagines himself among the elect, like 

Noah in the ark; Bob, among the wicked, is left to swim in the flood.  

 Tom’s assumption that he would take Bob in, “pronounced in the tone of a benevolent 

patron,” is ironically disproved a few moments later, when they quarrel over Bob’s halfpence. In 

a hypothetical game of heads-and-tails on the ark, Tom says, “I’d divide fair to begin with, and 

then we’d see who’d win;” and Bob, entering into the spirit of the imaginary game, pulls out a 

halfpence and flips it, asking “Heads or tails?” (63). Tom, “instantly fired up with the desire to 

win,” takes him up on the game and calls “tails” (63). Like Maggie in the previous situation with 

the jam puff, Bob suddenly finds himself in the middle of a game to which he does not know the 

rules; Tom is the one with power, and the one who dictates the rules of the game. Although in 

Tom’s own imagination he says, “I’d divide fair to begin with,” he and Bob are in no way equal 

to each other. A halfpence to Bob is obviously a rare thing, worth much more to him than to 

Tom, who gets “half-sovereigns and sovereigns for my Christmas boxes” (49). Therefore Bob—

tempted to cheat in order to keep the halfpenny he cannot afford to lose and did not really mean 

to gamble—snatches it up before it has time to fall properly, then claims it is “heads.” Rather 

than understand Bob’s motivation or help Bob save face, Tom “peremptorily” claims the 

halfpenny, calls Bob a “cheat,” and fights him until he has Bob pinned on the ground. Once Tom 

has “the mastery” over Bob, he forces Bob to give the penny to him. Bob throws it away on the 

ground, and Tom lets Bob up. “There the halfpenny lies,” Tom says. “I don’t want your 

halfpenny; I wouldn’t have kept it. But you wanted to cheat: I hate a cheat. I shan’t go along with 

you any more” (63-4).   

 Again, this scenario enacts the scene with Jehovah and Cain, as imagined by Byron and 

later Eliot. Cain has much more at stake with his offering than has Jehovah, who holds all the 

power and makes the rules. Jehovah demands Cain’s sacrifice, only to reject it contemptuously. 
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What could Jehovah want with Cain’s sacrifice? Similarly, Tom’s remarks at the end show again 

that Tom is interested only in judgment and mastery, not mercy. He claims he would not have 

kept the halfpenny; why, then, did he fight Bob for it?  In his theoretic devotion to justice, Tom 

not only rigs the game so that Bob is tempted to cheat: he then blames Bob for cheating, 

pummels Bob’s body, humiliates Bob’s pride, and then rejects him as a moral reprobate—all 

over a halfpenny that is not even important to Tom. Despite the fact that Tom sees himself as 

kind and benevolent, if this game had been played on the ark floating in the flood, Tom would 

have tossed Bob overboard again. Eliot thus sets up the terms for Tom’s judgment at the end of 

the novel. Who survives—and who drowns—will settle the question once for all about “the exact 

amount of [Tom’s] deserts” (65).     

 

Cousin Lucy 

 Maggie’s powerlessness in her relationship with Tom exacerbates the jealousy she feels 

whenever Tom leaves her to go play with someone else. Tom has a pattern of doing this when he 

is angry, as a punishment to Maggie (he does the same with Bob and with Phillip). In a cancelled 

part of the manuscript, Maggie wishes that “there was no such person as Bob Jakin, Tom never 

went to school, and liked no one to play with him but Maggie.” Maggie also daydreams about 

how it would be if Tom “loved her—oh, so much,—more, even than she loved him, so that he 

would always want to have her with him and be afraid of vexing her” (60 n. 6). This role reversal 

is a delicious fantasy for Maggie, much like her fantasy life with the Fetish, and it is the “opium” 

Maggie takes to assuage her jealousy and “the sting of reproach which Tom left in her heart” 

whenever Tom left her alone as punishment (61). However, Maggie’s jealousy and resentment, 

goaded by Tom’s unfair blame and punishment, comes to a head when their cousin Lucy Deane 

arrives for a visit. 
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 Although Maggie resents her mother for continually comparing her to Lucy, at first this 

animus does not extend actively to Lucy, although Maggie does engage in her usual imaginary 

role reversal. Maggie “was fond of fancying a world where the people never got any larger than 

children of their own age, and she made the queen of it just like Lucy…only the queen was 

Maggie herself in Lucy’s form” (72). This indicates some latent jealousy of Lucy on Maggie’s 

part – perfectly understandable given how often her mother wishes Lucy were her daughter 

instead of Maggie. However, the latent jealousy becomes active when even Tom starts showing 

signs of preferring Lucy during her visit. He hurts Maggie in the very core of her being when, in 

a fit of pique, he echoes their mother by telling Maggie, “I like Lucy better than you: I wish Lucy 

was my sister” (94, emphasis original). Tom no doubt knew how much his “wicked and cruel” 

words would pain Maggie, but he does not apologize; and when Maggie jumps up and accidently 

knocks over Tom’s card palace, he once again turns the blame on her and refuses to forgive her 

when she says she did not mean to do it (94). Tom’s angry “resentment” toward her, 

“sanctioned” by her family’s “general disapprobation of Maggie’s behavior,” only deepens 

Maggie’s misery (100). Tom’s “persistent coldness” to Maggie throughout the day, along with 

his ostentatious preference of Lucy (again meant to punish Maggie), makes Maggie so miserable 

that the “small demons who had taken possession of Maggie’s soul at an early period of the day 

had returned in greater force after a temporary absence” (105). 226 Maggie’s seven-fold anger and 

resentment come to a crisis after Tom completely ignores Maggie and takes Lucy off to the 

pond, so that, for the first time, Maggie actively turns her anger and resentment toward Lucy as 

well as Tom.  

 Because “anger and jealousy can no more bear to lose sight of their objects than love,” 

Maggie follows them to the pond, and when Tom openly rejects Maggie, saying, “get away 

…nobody asked you to come,” Maggie’s “passion” overwhelms her, and she pushes Lucy into 
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the mud (107, emphasis original). Maggie’s unnamed passion is shame and its corollary, 

vindictive anger, as evidenced by Eliot’s ironic comparison of the “passions at war in Maggie” to 

Greek Tragoida (107). The passions were of epic proportion, even if the scope “was wanting to 

the action;” but this small crisis foreshadows the far greater crisis that will consume Maggie, 

Lucy, and Tom later in the story. Eliot makes it a point that Maggie’s intent is not only to “make 

Lucy cry,” but to “vex Tom”: an important dual motive that complicates the reading of the later 

crisis, as we shall see (105).  

 Maggie runs off to the gypsies after this tragic incident, since she could hardly fall any 

lower into ignominy with her family. Although Tom believes that Maggie should be “visited 

with the utmost punishment” for her deed, there is plenty of blame to go around, and Maggie’s 

mother actually calls Tom “you naughty boy” for the only time in the text (108). Tom forgoes his 

“eagerness for justice on Maggie,” since it must be attended with “the injustice of some blame on 

his own conduct,” and concern for blame is soon eclipsed by worry about Maggie’s absence 

(108). When Maggie returns from her adventure with the gypsies, Maggie’s father once more 

takes Maggie’s part, so that she “never heard one reproach from her mother, or one taunt from 

Tom” about running away (120-21). This scene, which resembles the story of the Prodigal Son, 

shows that Tulliver, much as the father in the parable, values his relationship with Maggie, and 

that his love protects her from all blame and reproach. Maggie is so well conditioned to believe 

in her own wickedness, however, that she “sometimes thought that her conduct had been too 

wicked to be alluded to” (121).  

 Eliot called the first book “Boy and Girl” because it sets up the relationship between Tom 

and Maggie, and illustrates how Maggie gets to be so dependent upon Tom’s approval and 

acceptance. The second book, “School Time,” establishes Tom’s vexed relation with Philip at 

boarding school, and the similarities between the heart wounds Tom inflicts upon Philip and 



! ! )*++! LL_!

those inflicted upon Maggie by her family, including Tom. Tom does not come unprejudiced to 

the relationship with Philip, however, since Tom is used to hearing his father decry Philip’s 

father, Lawyer Wakem, as a “rascal” (159). Going to school with Philip brings a chance for Tom 

to look down on Philip from a position of moral superiority conflated with physical “repulsion to 

Philip’s deformity” (159). Tom has “a vague notion that the deformity of Wakem’s son had some 

relation to the lawyer’s rascality,” the same sort of tautology that drives the Dodson prejudice: 

any alterity, whether of gender, race, or deformity, signals “unsatisfactory moral qualities” (161-

62).227 Tom also equates deformity and weakness with femininity. Philip, in turn, has a “peevish 

sensibility” and a “heart-bitterness produced by the sense of his deformity. In these fits of 

susceptibility every glance seemed to him to be charged either with offensive pity or with ill-

repressed disgust” (167). The inevitable clash between Tom’s repugnance and Philip’s sensibility 

happens when Tom, in an attempt to cover his own embarrassment with his drilling master, 

invites Philip to come watch the demonstration, despite the drilling master’s “contemptou[s]” 

attitude toward the “hunchback” (172).  Philip, who is sensitive about his physical inability to 

drill, “hated to hear [Tom] mention his drilling-lessons” (173). Tom knows about this sensitivity 

of Philip’s but invites him anyway; as the narrator sarcastically observes, “Tom would never 

have done so inconsiderate a thing except under the severe stress of his personal pride” (173). 

Thus, in order to avoid shame, Tom shames Philip instead; and Philip reacts verbally with 

“violent passion,” ascribing to Tom the giant-like qualities noted at the beginning of this chapter. 

“Get away, you lumbering idiot! Don’t come bellowing at me—you’re not fit to speak to 

anything but a cart-horse!” (173). Tom, in anger, sends a “poisoned arrow into Philip’s heart” in 

return, declaring, “You know I won’t hit you, because you’re no better than a girl. But I’m an 

honest man’s son, and your father’s a rogue—everybody says so!” (173). This shaming exchange 

sets the emotional tenor for their subsequent relationship. “Their natural antipathy of 
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temperament made resentment an easy passage to hatred,” especially for Philip. Tom had 

“blundered on Philip’s tenderest point,” and while Philip had no “malignity in his disposition, . . 

. there was susceptibility that made him peculiarly liable to a strong sense of repulsion” (176). As 

usual, Tom overlooks his own provocation of Philip, justifying his own part in “their state of 

feud” by arguing to Maggie that Philip is “a queer fellow” that deserved being told off by Tom, 

since “he began it, with calling me names” (177).   

 The symmetry in the emotional wounds that Tom inflicts upon Phillip and Maggie 

suggests why they are drawn to each other, as well as the role they each are to have in the 

coming crisis. Each has been hit in their “tenderest point” by Tom, the point where they were 

most susceptible to shame (177). Maggie’s dark Tulliver looks are the mark of her undesirable 

non-Dodson-status; Philip’s hunchback is the mark of his status as the son of a rogue. Each of 

them understands that persons like Tom attribute a moral inferiority to them, based upon their 

alterity. Each has felt a deep anger toward Tom for his treatment of them, but each is capable of 

feeling sympathy for Tom, since they are full of the imaginative sympathy that makes “vividly 

present” the “probable state” of the feelings of others (180). Philip’s sympathy when Tom injures 

his foot is able to anticipate and assuage the one fear that Tom is unable to utter: the fear that he 

might be lame (180). This sympathy, and Tom’s answering gratitude, temporarily heals the 

breach between the boys, but the former “antipathy” soon returns, and is even heightened once 

Mr. Tulliver begins his lawsuit against Pivart (176). Mr. Tulliver announces that Philip would 

have “a curse upon him” if he “lived to inherit his father’s ill-gotten gains,” so he tells Tom to 

“have as little to do with him at school as you can” (185). This ”repulsion” between Tom and 

Philip, and between Maggie and Tom, only grows as the novel progresses, fed by shame and 

vindictive feelings, and setting up the inevitable crisis (176).  
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“The Downfall” 

 The third book, called “The Downfall,” relates the loss of the lawsuit with its consequent 

financial failure, which propels the family into a paroxysm of shame. Mr. Tulliver’s bad luck 

turns into a literal misfortune. Failure, disgrace, contempt, reprobation: these synonyms of being 

in a state of shame multiply through the text. “Tom had never dreamed that his father would 

‘fail;’ that was a form of misfortune which he had always heard spoken of as a deep disgrace . . . 

with contempt and reprobation” (187). Tom feels the “disgrace and misery of ‘failing’” and the 

“disgrace” of having the bailiff in the house (198). Mrs. Tulliver cries to Tom, “your father’s 

disgraced my family” (198). Almost immediately, however, the blame begins, and we see 

clearly, if we did not before, that blame and shame are used as a punishment and a form of 

revenge in the Dodson family. Tulliver may have lost his lawsuit, but Bessy is to blame for 

having brought him into the family, as Mrs. Glegg makes clear:  

‘As to disgrace o’ the family . . . The disgrace is, for one o’ the family to ha’ 

married a man as has brought her to beggary. The disgrace is, as they’re to be sold 

up. We can’t hinder the country from knowing that.’ (206)  

Since “there was in the family a general sense that a judgment had fallen on Mr. Tulliver, which 

it would be an impiety to counteract by too much kindness,” Mrs Glegg feels “a high moral 

purpose’ in the process of “instilling perfect humility into Bessy and her children” (201).228 By 

humility, Mrs. Glegg really means humiliation, which in the text is mainly an emotion. Disgrace 

is not just a state, but a feeling. “It’s right you should feel what your state is,” she admonishes 

Bessy, “and what disgrace your husband’s brought on your own family, as you’ve got to look to 

for everything—and be humble in your own mind” (203, my emphasis). Similarly, the children 

also need to be humiliated: “it’s right as somebody should talk to ‘em, and let ‘em know their 

condition in life, and what they’ve come down to, and make ‘em feel as they’ve got to suffer for 
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their father’s faults” (204, my emphasis on “feel” and “suffer”). According to Mrs. Glegg, justice 

will not be done by the mere fact of the Tullivers losing everything they own: they must also be 

made to feel bad as punishment.  

 Eliot shows how blame magnifies the divide in the family between Tullivers and 

Dodsons. Even as Mr. Tulliver lies senseless on the bed, Mrs. Tulliver “wanted to have Tom 

fetched home, and seemed to be thinking more of her boy even than of her husband” (194). 

When Tom does come home, Mrs. Tulliver speaks of her husband “in a deprecating way” to 

Tom, crying “your father’s disgraced my family,” and sobbing to Tom, “to think as he should ha’ 

married me, and brought me to this . . . it isn’t your poor mother’s fault” (198). Because Bessy 

appeals to Tom by “looking up at him piteously with her helpless, childish blue eyes,” Tom’s 

feelings are “turned into this new channel by his mother’s plaints,” and “for the first time” he 

begins to think of his father “with some reproach” (198). This is the first breach between Tom 

and his father, and Mrs. Tulliver is bent on recruiting Tom to the Dodson side of the blame 

divide. In contrast, Maggie remains loyal to her father, reacting to the “implied reproaches” 

toward her father with “mingled grief and anger” (198-9).  

 This is an important moment in the story, as Eliot points out that Maggie’s  

anger on her father’s account was heightened by some egoistic resentment at 

Tom’s silent concurrence with her mother in shutting her out from the common 

calamity. She had become almost indifferent to her mother’s habitual 

depreciation of her, but she was keenly alive to any sanction of it, however 

passive, that she might suspect in Tom. (199, my emphasis) 

The fault lines are widening in the family, and for the first time since Tom told her he wished 

Lucy were his sister, Maggie feels that Tom is openly adopting the Dodson “natural inclination 

to blame” by siding with her Dodson mother against her father, and by extension against Maggie 
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herself (198). Maggie’s cry, “You ought not to let anyone find fault with my father,” is thus a 

plea for Tom to care for her as well (199, my emphasis). Tom reacts with his typical 

defensiveness and contempt for Maggie’s feelings, putting down her deeply-felt loyalty to her 

father as mere “hectoring, assuming manners,” so that Maggie fears that she has lost Tom as well 

as her father (199).  

  Maggie’s retreat to her father’s room, and her vigil there, illustrate her sense of solidarity 

with her father and their separation from the rest of the family as victims of blame: “her heart 

went out to him with a stronger movement than ever, at the thought that people would blame 

him. Maggie hated blame: she had been blamed all her life, and nothing had come of it but evil 

tempers” (199, my emphasis). She remembers how her father had always taken her part and 

defended her against blame in the family, and she determines to do the same for him, since he is 

unable to defend himself.  Her first chance comes the next day, when Maggie’s “defiance” to her 

aunts and uncles, “Keep away from us then, and don’t come to find fault with my father,” only 

brings more reproach and blame upon her (208, my emphasis). “‘It’s no more than what I’ve 

allays said,’ Mrs. Glegg warns following Maggie’s “outburst”: ‘I’ve said over and over again—

years ago I’ve said—“Mark my words, that child ‘ull come to no good: there isn’t a bit of our 

family in her”’ (208). Tom is “vexed” at Maggie’s outburst, since it was of “no use to talk so;” 

his reaction reveals that Tom and Maggie are already at odds in terms of what they are trying to 

accomplish (208 emphasis original). While Maggie is concerned with deflecting blame and 

assuaging feelings, Tom is willing to put up with the blame of his aunts and uncles in order to 

begin to retrieve his own honor. Nor does he defend Maggie from Mrs. Glegg’s viciousness. This 

is the beginning of Maggie’s “hopelessness,” when she feels she has no one to take her part or to 

sympathize with her within the family (225).  
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 Tom, for his part, “saw some justice in severity” toward his father, “and all the more 

because he had confidence in himself that he should never deserve that just severity” (216). 

Though he wants to redeem his family’s honor, his desire is mainly for his own sake (and his 

mother’s), not for his father’s. Tom’s prior “disposition to think [his father] always right” has 

been “simply on the ground that he was Tom Tulliver’s father” (198). Now, in his “humiliation,” 

Tom determines that “no one should talk long of Tom Tulliver with contempt” (216, 198, my 

emphasis). Also, without Mr. Tulliver to take Maggie’s part, Tom “could justly show himself 

dominant” by being “justifiably severe” with Maggie about how she “put [her]self forward” in 

defense of her father (225). Maggie feels “conflicting resentment and affection” toward Tom, 

because of his “harsh” judgment of her. Tom insists that he is kind, not harsh, but Maggie wishes 

she belonged to a family “who did not show their kindness by finding fault” (225, my emphasis).  

 The worst humiliation for the Tullivers happens when Lawyer Wakem buys Dorlcote 

Mill and the land at auction, and offers to let Tulliver take service under him. It is in the section 

where Eliot describes Wakem’s motivations for doing so, that we get the best picture of the 

emotional state he hopes to induce in Tulliver, who “openly revile[d]” him (240). In a sardonic 

tone, Eliot describes that it is only natural for “prosperous men to take a little vengeance now and 

then,” and see their enemies “reduced in life and humiliated” (240-1, my emphasis). For Lawyer 

Wakem, “it presented itself to him as a pleasure to do the very thing that would cause Mr. 

Tulliver the most deadly mortification,” while enjoying “the relish of self-approbation” that 

followed from “seeing him humiliated by [Wakem’s] benevolent action or concession on his 

behalf” (241, my emphasis). Meanwhile, the aunts and uncles believe that Tulliver should accept 

Wakem’s terms “when there was nothing in the way but a feeling in Tulliver’s mind,” which 

they regarded as a mere “transferring towards Wakem of that indignation and hatred which Mr. 

Tulliver ought properly to have directed against himself” (243, my emphasis). According to Mrs. 
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Glegg, Tulliver “must be made to feel, when he came to his right mind, that he could never 

humble himself enough; for that had come which she had always foreseen would come of his 

insolence in time past” (243, my emphasis on “feel”).   

 Both Aunt Glegg and Wakem are successful in making Mr. Tulliver feel his humiliation, 

and the “deadly mortification” that Wakem has given him will indeed prove fatal---eventually 

(241). In the meantime, Tulliver struggles under a “ton weight” of “humiliation,” and when the 

aunts come he listens “with averted eyes”—the sign of shame—“that every now and then flashed 

on them furtively when their backs were turned” (249-50). He agrees to take service under 

Wakem, but declares, “I shall never hold my head up no more;” and indeed, when Tulliver has to 

go to town, he rides “with his head hanging down, casting brief, unwilling looks on those who 

forced themselves on his notice” (253). Again, although Eliot uses the word “shame” sparingly, 

she uses it here to describe Tulliver’s feelings when he makes Tom write a vow (and a curse) in 

the family Bible. “I won’t forgive him!” Tulliver declares twice. “I wish he might be punished 

with shame till his own son ‘ud like to forget him” (253, my emphasis). This is the same form of 

role-switching that Maggie indulges in: it shows that Tulliver is aware that Tom is ashamed of 

him, and that he is ashamed of himself for this reason. For Tulliver, however, this is more than a 

fantasy of revenge: it is a curse. Although “it is wicked to curse and bear malice,” Maggie tells 

him, Tulliver declares his curse anyway, “I wish evil may befall him” (254). And then, most 

portentous of all, Tulliver binds Tom to get revenge for him. “Write as you’ll remember what 

Wakem’s done to your father, and you’ll make him and his feel it, if ever the day comes” (254, 

my emphasis). Although Maggie urges her father not to bind Tom in this way, Tom does write 

the curse in the Bible, and he does sign it. This commitment to avenging his father creates two 

motives that forward the plot. First, it creates an infernal bond between father and son: Tom must 

henceforth take the shame that he feels about his father’s humiliation, combine it with father’s 
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own shame, and turn the blame away from his father and intensify it toward the Wakem family. 

Second, this curse shuts Maggie out of a feeling that she cannot in good conscience share, so that 

she is inclined to be jealous about her father’s new-found reliance upon Tom. These two forces 

contribute to Maggie’s sense that she is useless—or even an impediment—to the family’s honor.    

 

“The Valley of Humiliation” 

 Eliot names the fourth book “The Valley of Humiliation” after The Pilgrim’s Progress, to 

indicate the spiritual battle that Maggie and Tom engage in as they try to move on from their 

father’s humiliation. Eliot contrasts a romanticized story of spiritual battle against temptation, 

like The Pilgrim’s Progress, with the often “sordid,” “vulgar,” “commonplace” reality of that 

battle (255). The romanticized version is set along the “castled Rhine,” with its “ruins” of an 

ancient time, built by “ogres” (i.e., giants), an “earth-born race” descended from a “mighty 

parent” (i.e., the sons of men descended from Cain) (255). These ogres were “robber barons” 

with the “grandeur of the wild beast in them,” that “represented the demon forces ever in 

collision with beauty, virtue, and the gentle uses of life” (255).229 “That was a day of Romance!” 

declares the narrator, peopled with “the wandering minstrel, the soft-lipped princess, the pious 

recluse, and the timid Israelite,” and furnished with “glancing steel and floating banners” (255). 

Full of  “adventure and fierce struggle,” and heroic deaths “before the infidel strongholds of the 

sacred East,” these chivalric tales “thrill . . . with a sense of poetry” (256). These are the sorts of 

“fighting stories” that Tom loves to hear and to imagine; but such tales of chivalry, of battles 

against infidels and demons, are really only an extension of the primitive tribal mindset that 

Feuerbach and Eliot eschew. The Pilgrim’s Progress is one such chivalric tale, and Christian’s 

epic battle against Apollyon in the Valley of Humiliation is a type of the mindset of both Tom 
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and Mr. Tulliver: those who threaten shame are enemies, to be fought and vanquished at all costs 

in a noble battle with God and right on their side.230 

  However, the journey along the Rhone provides the true vision of where the ideology of 

blame and shame leads. The Rhone is “made dreary by those ruined villages which stud the 

banks in certain parts of its course, telling how the swift river once rose, like an angry, 

destroying god, sweeping down the feeble generations whose breath is in their nostrils, and 

making their dwellings a desolation” (255). Although ostensibly describing a flood along the 

Rhone, this is a clear reference to the biblical deluge: Genesis describes how “all in whose 

nostrils was the breath of life, all that was upon the dry land, died. And every living thing was 

destroyed” (Gen. 7.22-3). Unlike the romantic fighting tales of old, this is a tale “dismal” and 

“sordid,” “belonging in all its details to our vulgar era” (255). Here Eliot suggests that the 

“Variation of Protestantism” that embraces the tale of the flood (and the judgmental ideology 

underlying it) is peculiar to her “vulgar era” (256). Eliot’s diction is very suggestive of death and 

decay: the “dead-tinted, hollowed-eyed, angular skeletons of villages” suggest the detritus of 

human and animal corpses after the flood; in the “cruel conviction” of this theology, “human 

life” is a “narrow, ugly, groveling existence,” a “gross sum of obscure vitality” that will be 

“swept into the same oblivion” as were “the lives these ruins are traces of” (256). Unfortunately, 

the “mental condition of these emmet-like Dodsons and Tullivers” conforms to this second 

“cruel conviction” of life; their “religion is of a semi-pagan kind,” since “it was still possible . . . 

for people to hold many pagan ideas, and believe themselves good church-people 

notwithstanding” (259). Eliot invokes the Comtean idea of “the onward tendency of human 

things,” to explain the ambivalence that Tom and Maggie have toward their elders; they are like 

“young natures in many generations” that “have risen above the mental level of the generation 

before them to which they have been nevertheless tied by the strongest fibres of their hearts” 
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(257). These “fibres” are not only love and filial affection: they are also the family feelings of 

blame and shame that cause Maggie and Tom to build “elaborate mental and moral edifices,” the 

“defenses” that shape their motives and actions (Uglow, qtd. in Henry, 593).231   

 Tom’s strategy is to work hard to redeem his father’s humiliation, and in the meantime 

prove to others that he himself is not deserving of the shame that his father has brought on the 

family. In so doing, Tom allows his father’s shame and resentment to become his own. “He felt 

intensely that common cause with his father that springs from family pride, and was bent on 

being irreproachable as a son;” yet, paradoxically, he also becomes more and more like a Dodson 

in blaming his father’s former “rashness and imprudence” (290). While Tom’s “more and more 

obvious unlikeness to his father” gains the approval of his aunts and uncles, his conflicted 

motivation in disassociating himself from the fallen Tulliver line leads Tom to blame Maggie 

more and more whenever she shows signs of Tulliver-like impetuosity. This blame intensifies 

Maggie’s old battle against resentment toward her family, especially now that her father no 

longer seems to notice her or take her part. Nor is Maggie’s desire to help redeem the family’s 

shame received with the same approval as Tom’s. When she takes up plain sewing to “contribute 

something towards the fund in the tin box,” Tom chastises her for the “unnecessary act” (275). 

While Maggie spends years doing this sewing, her contribution to the box is never mentioned by 

Tom or her father; indeed it seems that her attempts to help are only regarded as “lowering 

herself,” squandering the family’s credit rather than contributing to it (275). Thus, Tom’s 

contributions to the box are “the only sight that brought a faint beam of pleasure into the miller’s 

eyes,” while Maggie’s hard work and affection do not win any corresponding “sign that 

[Tulliver] was soothed by the sense that he had a daughter who loved him” (262-3). Tom and 

Mr. Tulliver no longer care for Maggie’s love and sympathy: all that matters is their “credit” in 

the community, and removing the “hateful incubus of debt” (262). Maggie’s despair mounts as 
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that incubus sucks any joy or life from the household, and a “grim melancholy and narrowing 

concentration of desire” consume her father and brother (255). As Maggie thinks of it, “Tom is 

different—and my father. It is like death” (282).  

 Her father, especially, shows signs of being so conquered by shame that he cannot “be 

reconciled to his lot: there was no attitude in which his pride did not feel its bruises” (261). 

Constantly on the defensive, “Tulliver detected an allusion to the change in his circumstances” in 

“all behavior toward him, whether kind or cold” (261). He can only sit in “savage silence” when 

the aunts and uncles visit, and he dwells on “a perpetually repeated round of sad and bitter 

thoughts: the same words, the same scenes are revolved over and over, the same mood 

accompanies them” (263). This dwelling on his humiliation twice leads to a “paroxysm of rage” 

after a visit by Wakem (264). These fits leave “a lasting terror in Maggie’s mind,” because in 

one paroxysm, Tulliver beats the mill-boy, and in another, he beats his horse (264). Maggie fears 

that he might beat her mother in another paroxysm, and “the keenest of all dread with her was 

lest her father should add to his present misfortune the wretchedness of doing something 

irretrievably disgraceful” (264).  

 Maggie’s dread about her father is also her dread about her own future. Maggie is 

familiar with the kind of anger that could drive her father to paroxysms of rage; she herself had 

suffered such rages when she drove nails through the head of her Fetish. Because of the dire 

prophecies spoken over her by the Dodson sisters, Maggie fears that she herself will do 

“something irretrievably disgraceful” (264). Maggie’s “need of some tender, demonstrative love” 

had always been the subduer of her resentment as a child, “but now she got no answer to her 

little caresses, either from her father or from Tom—the two idols of her life” (269, 263). The 

“cruel sense that Tom didn’t mind what she thought or felt, and that they were no longer 
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playfellows together” was especially painful (269). Maggie’s reaction to this rejection is 

distressing to herself, and recalls her old fits with the Fetish in the attic. Sobbing,  

She rebelled against her lot, she fainted under its loneliness, and fits even of anger 

and hatred towards her father and mother, who were so unlike what she would 

have them to be—towards Tom, who checked her, and met her thought or feeling 

by some thwarting difference—would flow out over her affections and conscience 

like a lava stream, and frighten her with a sense that it was not difficult for her to 

become a demon. (270)  

The metaphor of lava suggests the power of pent-up emotion boiling over in rage and 

resentment, and Maggie feels that this liquid fire must come from the pit of hell, where demons 

reside. Previously, Eliot had used the trope of lava to suggest repressed shame and resentment, as 

I discuss in chapter three of this dissertation. Maggie is ashamed of her resentment and hatred, 

and initially she considers the same solution as did Adam Bede, a fantasy of escape, “wild 

romances of a flight from home in search of something less sordid and dreary” (270). But, also 

like Adam, the claims of Maggie’s family upon her, and her sense of duty, keep her from 

“turning her back on it and forsaking” them (270). However, Maggie’s unwillingness to go away 

locks her, as it did Adam, into her situation with no apparent means of escape except to repress 

the shameful desire.  

 Maggie’s attempts at spiritual consolation via The Imitation of Christ only provide a 

temporary relief from her anger and resentment by teaching her to suppress her own desires, 

since “all the miseries of her young life had come from fixing her heart on her own pleasure, as if 

it were the central necessity of the universe” (273). This is a very convenient doctrine for one 

who has been shamed all her life because of her desire to be loved and valued, and who has little 

control over her own life, since “self-humiliation” at least provides a measure of control over 
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who is humiliating her, and when (273). This lack of control is the most galling part of Maggie’s 

suffering. Spinoza writes in the Ethics, “We are said to suffer when something arises in us of 

which we are only the partial cause.” Therefore, the “power of external causes” “infinitely 

surpasses” a man’s own power and desire; he cannot be the sole “adequate cause of what 

happens to him” (Part 4, Props. 2, 4, 5). This is true of passions as well as events; Eliot writes a 

long section of impassioned, eloquent prose defending the neediness of souls who need 

“emphatic belief” to supply an “active motive” when “human looks are hard upon us” (275).232 

As Eliot observed in “Amos Barton,” much of our motivation for action is constituted by how we 

appear in the eyes of others; and Maggie needs not only to love, but also to be loved and 

approved of. Thus, Maggie attempts to suppress her need for love through “self-renunciation,” 

especially by indulging “martyrdom and endurance” when thinking of Tom (275). “Tom was 

very hard to her, she used to think, in her long night-watchings—to her who had always loved 

him so; and then she strove to be contented with that hardness, and to require nothing” (275).  

However, Spinoza warns, “an emotion can be neither restrained or destroyed except by a 

contrary and stronger emotion” (Prop. 7, Part 4). Therefore, suppression and renunciation do not 

work, and even as Maggie grows more “submissive” and “backward to assert her own will,” she 

still experiences “some volcanic upheavings of imprisoned passions” (276).233 Maggie tries to 

share her new-found “spiritual consolation” with her father, but his “unsatisfied vindictiveness” 

leaves “no room for new feelings”: “he wanted to shake off the degradation of debt, and have his 

revenge” (277).  

 

The Red Deeps, Omens, and the Spinozan Subconscious 

 Maggie’s “sufferings” though “obscure,” are not “petty to the mind that has a large vision 

of relations, and to which every object suggests a vast sum of conditions” (257).234 Eliot has 
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spent the first three books establishing the vast sum of conditions that brings Maggie to this 

point, and now Eliot will explore, as she did with Adam Bede, what repressed shame and 

resentment will motivate Maggie to do. When we meet Maggie again, it is about four years later, 

and she is walking in the aptly-named Red Deeps, a landscape of “very capricious hollows and 

mounds” that reflects the “broken ground” of Maggie’s own psyche (279). An old “stone-

quarry,” the Red Deeps suggest her old battles with stony resentment, but “so long exhausted” 

that the rocky surface is now covered with wild hyacinths and dog-roses (279). The narrator 

suggests, however, that this place of beauty can hide “a fateful result,” and that Maggie’s soul is 

likewise not as placid and settled as it may appear.235 To the narrator, Maggie exhibits an 

“uneasy sense of opposing elements, of which a fierce collision is imminent,” and a “hushed” 

expression that nevertheless suggests the possibility of “a damp fire leaping out again when all 

seemed safe” (280). Those opposing forces are, of course, Maggie’s smoldering resentment 

toward her family, and the dampening effect of her renunciation. When Maggie meets Philip 

Wakem after an absence of many years, “she herself was not uneasy,” and did not seem to 

anticipate that Philip could stir anything more dangerous than “childish gratitude and pity 

towards him,” the “memory of her child’s feelings” (278, 280). Yet, Philip does disturb Maggie 

by asking to resume their friendship, and arguing that her father’s intense resentment toward the 

Wakem family ought not to deter her from seeing him. “It is not right . . . it is not right to 

sacrifice everything to other people’s unreasonable feelings,” Philip insists. “I would give up a 

great deal for my father; but I would not give up a friendship or—or an attachment of any sort, in 

obedience to any wish of his that I didn’t recognize as right” (282, emphasis original).  

 Despite this plea, Maggie refuses to acknowledge the unreasonableness of her father’s 

demands, instead choosing to view her own desire to meet with Philip as “an evil state of mind” 

(282). In the early years after her father’s failure, Maggie longed after Philip, “often wishing she 
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had him for a brother and teacher; but that sort of wishing had been banished along with other 

dreams that savoured of seeking her own will” (278). Maggie’s mistake here is in confusing her 

father’s approval with her duty: an understandable mistake since her father and Tom both 

construe Maggie’s “duty” as submitting to their vindictive feelings, and make their regard for her 

dependent upon her doing so (282). Maggie therefore cannot do “anything to wound my father,” 

because she cannot bear to be separated from him (313). Eliot describes Maggie’s dilemma with 

her father in words reminiscent of those she used to describe Maggie’s conflict with Tom over 

the jam puff: “I’m quite sure that whatever I might do, I should wish in the end that I had gone 

without anything for myself, rather than have made my father’s life harder for him” (282). Philip 

questions whether it would really make her father’s life harder if they met; and Maggie clarifies 

that “making his life harder” really means doing anything “he wouldn’t like . . . . My father feels 

so strongly about some things” (282).  

 Despite her refusals, Maggie in her loneliness identifies with Philip’s feelings; her pity is 

stirred when he tells her, “I have no friend to whom I can tell everything—no one who cares 

enough about me” (283). Maggie is attracted to Philip precisely because he offers her the love 

and acceptance that Tom never has, and Maggie is very attracted to the idea of not only loving, 

but having her love appreciated and returned.  

‘What a dear, good brother you would have been, Philip  . . . I think you would 

have made as much fuss about me, and been as pleased for me to love you, as 

would have satisfied even me. You would have loved me well enough to bear 

with me, and forgive me everything. That was what I always longed for Tom to 

do.’ (305-6)   

The one thing that Maggie does see clearly is that to hide her relationship with Philip “implied 

doing something she would dread to be discovered in—something that, if discovered, must cause 
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anger and pain” (284). In Maggie’s family, her “duty” is to submit to all the family’s feelings, 

and she would rather suffer “willful senseless privation” than see Philip secretly, because 

“stupification” is better than risking “dreadful anger” from her father or Tom (303-4). Spinoza 

warns that “he who is led by fear to do good in order that he may avoid evil” is in the thrall of 

passion and not reason (Part 4 prop. 63). For Maggie, it is always easier to do without the jam 

puff than to eat it and then be blamed unfairly for doing so. Thus, Maggie’s fear about being 

“deceitful” could resemble Bob Jakin’s desire to cheat in the game of heads-or-tails. Bob felt the 

need to cheat because Tom had all the power and set all the rules; likewise Maggie feels the need 

to hide meeting Philip, because Tom and her father will refuse to view the situation in any way 

other than as an affront to their family honor.  

 Eliot entitles this chapter “Wheat and Tares”—a reference to a parable told by Christ—to 

capture Maggie’s sense of confusion about Philip’s pleas, and once again to tie Maggie’s 

dilemma to biblical ideology. The parable describes a field whose owner has sown it with wheat. 

Unknown to the owner, “an enemy” has also sown the field with tares, a particularly insidious 

type of weed (Matthew 13.25). The insidiousness of tares is that they are indistinguishable from 

wheat while they are growing, only showing their true nature at the very end, when they do not 

grow grain heads. By then it is too late to pull them out, for they have spread among the wheat, 

choking it out, and the roots have entangled so that to pull up the tares will uproot the wheat as 

well. The only solution is to “let them grow up together” and sort them out after the harvest 

(Matthew 13.24-30).236  Philip is prone to “sow all sorts of seeds, and get no great harvest from 

any one of them” (304). Maggie fears Philip is “a tempter,” because his advice conflicts with her 

path of self-renunciation; yet his reasons feel valid, and Maggie cannot tell which one is true 

spiritual seed, and which one is false and will cause “spiritual blight” (307, 284). What Maggie 

does not see, however, is that her sacrifice will not be acceptable to her father or Tom no matter 
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what she does: she and Philip, like Cain, are sowing seeds and offering their harvest, the fruit of 

the ground, to a god who wants blood sacrifice.  

 Philip’s love for Maggie gives him what we would now think of as a psychic connection 

with her. This connection, according to Spinoza, is because the imagination can, through intense 

sympathy, “confusedly be aware, beforehand, of something which is future” (Ethics xx). As 

Gatens and Lloyd explain Spinoza’s thought, “While the capacity to apprehend—however 

confusedly—the future, may well strike modern readers as a strange power to attribute to the 

imagination,” this is “partly because we tend to think of the future as independent of what goes 

on in humans minds. For Spinoza . . . the very idea of the future is bound up with the operations 

of the imagination” (Gatens and Lloyd 21). Philip’s ability to foresee Maggie’s future arises 

from “the mind’s ability to participate in the essence of those it loves—the capacity to form 

strong emotional bonds in which individuals come to form part of wider wholes” (Gatens and 

Lloyd 22). Philip feels a sense of impending doom for Maggie, much as Dinah did for Hetty in 

Adam Bede. In a plea that sounds as if it comes directly from Spinoza, Phillip urges, “Love gives 

insight, Maggie, and insight often gives foreboding. Listen to me.” He warns her: “You will be 

thrown into the world some day, and then every rational satisfaction of your nature that you deny 

now, will assault you like a savage appetite” (306-7). Maggie receives this warning with a sense 

of “alarm,” as a sort of omen, and for a time allows herself to see Philip and accept his friendship 

and teaching, including his loaning her books (307). Catherine Goldman argues that for Maggie,  

reading is prophetic. The books that absorb Maggie Tulliver, some of which she 

refashions, give us insight into her characterization, develop themes, and 

foreshadow the plot. We discern her unconventional nature; her conquest of her 

cousin Lucy’s beau; her eventual ostracization from the righteous society of St. 

Ogg’s; her repression, a central theme in Eliot’s fiction; and her death by 
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drowning. (80)  

Therefore, Philip providing Maggie books is important to development. However, Goldman 

questions the accuracy of Maggie’s reading, given that Maggie seems unable to apply any of 

these prophecies to herself. Goldman questions the scene in the Red Deeps where Maggie and 

Philip discuss Corinne. The passage is important:  

‘As soon as I came to the blond-haired young lady reading in the park, I shut it 

up, and determined to read no further. I foresaw that the light-complexioned girl 

would win away all the love from Corinne and make her miserable. I’m 

determined to read no more books where the blond-haired women carry away all 

the happiness. I should begin to have a prejudice against them. If you could give 

me some story, now, where the dark woman triumphs, it would restore the 

balance. I want to avenge Rebecca and Flora MacIvor, and Minna and all the rest 

of the dark unhappy ones. Since you are my tutor, you ought to preserve my mind 

from prejudices—you are always arguing against prejudices.’ (309) 

Catherine Goldman argues that it makes no sense for Maggie to stop reading when she does: by 

the time she reached the scene in Corrine that she describes to Philip, Maggie would have 

already have read sections that forecasted the end of the novel. Goldman points out the irony of 

Maggie’s refusal to continue reading, arguing that “Maggie, in reading of Corinne’s destiny, 

might have found the empowerment to refashion her fate or at least to have foreseen it” (90).  

 I suggest that Maggie is not unable to apply the prophecies to herself, but unwilling.  

Maggie’s (accurate) prediction that Lucille “would win all the love away from Corinne and make 

her miserable” is based upon not only the books she has read, but also upon Maggie’s own 

experience as a “dark unhappy one” (309). Maggie wants “to avenge” them, and asks Philip for a 

“story where the dark woman triumphs” (309). While Maggie says this in a light tone as a sort of 
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“nonsense,” Philip’s obliging suggestion that “perhaps you will avenge the dark women in your 

own person, and carry all the love away from your cousin Lucy,” offends Maggie (310). His 

“surprise” when Maggie “take[s] [his] playfulness literally,” shows that Philip can have no real 

conception of Maggie’s past associations with Lucy, and must have suggested this mainly 

because the character in Corinne is named Lucille. However, it is significant that Maggie does 

not mention that the name of the “light-complexioned girl” in Corinne is Lucille. Her mind 

already has a deep-seated prejudice against light-complexioned, blond-haired women named 

Lucy: Lucy Deane is the paragon against whom Maggie has always been compared and found 

wanting, both by her mother and by Tom.237 Thus the scene touches too closely Maggie’s own 

repressed shame and resentments. If “Maggie also seems blind to the prophetic truth of Philip’s 

words when he predicts she will steal Lucy’s love” It is because Maggie deliberately refuses to 

read the omen as applying to herself, much as Adam had refused to apply the willow wand omen 

to his father (Goldman 80).   

 Maggie’s defensiveness about “dear little Lucy” suggests some repressed resentment. She 

denies that she “could be a rival of dear little Lucy, who knows and does all sorts of charming 

things, and is ten times prettier than I am—even if I were base and odious enough to wish to be 

her rival” (310). The denial seems to suggest that Maggie has imagined just such a thing, perhaps 

in the same way that she used to imagine that she herself was a “queen…in Lucy’s form” (72). 

However, Maggie explains that her desire for vengeance on behalf of the dark women is not 

because she herself is dark, but because she “always care[s] the most about the unhappy people: 

if the blond girl were forsaken, I should like her best. I always take the side of the rejected lover 

in the stories” (310, my emphasis). This is an insight that gives a clue to Maggie’s identity and 

subsequent behavior. Although she is also one of the dark women, she cannot acknowledge her 

own shameful desire for vengeance against Lucy: it would be “odious and base” for her to wish 
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to take all of the love away from Lucy, who is “good, and loves me” (310). Yet, once she has 

taken vengeance, Maggie will relent, much as she did with the Fetish, because then Lucy’s 

unhappiness will weigh more with her than her own.  

  

 This unacknowledged wish of Maggie’s heart, repressed by shame, is similar to Adam 

Bede’s wish for his father’s death. While Maggie sees in Corinne an omen, she refuses to 

acknowledge that it applies to her relationship with Lucy, much as Adam recognizes the willow 

wand rapping as an omen of death, but refuses to apply it to his father. For each of them, to do so 

is to admit the shameful, abjected desires of their hearts. But in Maggie’s case, it must be 

remembered that she has another reason for anger: Maggie, it seems, has never really forgiven 

Tom for his “cruel and wicked” words when they were children, when he wished for Lucy as his 

sister instead of Maggie (94). “As long as Tom seemed to prefer Lucy to her, Lucy made part of 

his unkindness” (105). Just as Maggie’s girlhood desire to “make Lucy cry” was meant to “vex 

Tom” for his unkindness to Maggie, so her abjected desire to steal away Lucy’s lover is also a 

form of revenge for Tom’s continued rejection of Maggie.  

 Tom’s reaction to finding out about her meetings with Philip in the Red Deeps deepens 

Maggie’s resentment: for the first time, Maggie sees just how “cruel and unmanly” Tom can be 

to someone else besides herself (323). This gives her a new perspective on how Tom treats her, 

because Tom treats them both with the same contempt. The two confrontations follow almost 

exactly the same format. Tom speaks to Maggie “coldly” and with “an expression of disgust,” 

and blames her for being a  “disobedient, deceitful daughter” who has “despised [her father’s] 

strongest feelings” and “throw[n] away her own respectability” (318). She tries to explain her 

feelings, but Tom does not “wish to hear anything of your feelings” (319). She tries to apologize 

and to explain her motives, but as usual, Tom dismisses them. “Nonsense! Your duty was clear 
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enough” (320). Then—for the first time in the novel—Tom blackmails her by threatening to tell 

her father about her conduct unless she vows on the Bible to avoid any further contact with 

Philip. Otherwise, he threatens, “you will bring shame on us all” and “grief on my father,” 

deprive him of “peace of mind” and the ability to “hold his head up once more,” and thus bring 

“madness and vexation” on him (319, my emphasis). 238  

 Similarly, Tom speaks to Philip with “harsh scorn” and “scorching contempt,” blames his 

character by accusing him of “taking advantage” of Maggie, refuses to listen to Philip’s 

explanations of his motives or his feelings, and then blackmails him by threatening to “thrash” 

his “puny, miserable body,” and “hold [him] up to public scorn” as a laughingstock if he tries to 

have any contact with Maggie again (321). Maggie cannot believe that Tom would “threaten and 

insult” Philip so, and she finally calls Tom out about his blaming character (321). The shift from 

her indignation for Philip to her indignation for herself shows that his treatment of Philip has 

finally opened her eyes to Tom’s treatment of herself:  

‘I despise the feelings you have shown in speaking to Philip: I detest your 

insulting unmanly allusions to his deformity. You have been reproaching other 

people all your life—you have always been sure that you yourself are right….You 

have always enjoyed punishing me—you have always been hard and cruel to me: 

even when I was a little girl, and always loved you better than anyone else in the 

world, you would let me go to bed crying without forgiving me. You have no 

pity: you have no sense of your own imperfection and your own sins; it is not 

fitting for a mortal—for a Christian. You are nothing but a Pharisee.’ (323) 239  

After this denunciation, Maggie draws a line that she has been unwilling to draw before: “I will 

submit even to what is unreasonable from my father, but I will not submit to it from you . . . 

Don’t suppose that I would give up Philip Wakem for you. The deformity you insult would make 
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me cling to him and care for him the more” (323). Maggie has, for the first time, deliberately and 

defiantly threatened to choose Philip over Tom. Nor does it seem likely that the resulting “wide 

distance” and “silence” between Tom and Maggie will be repaired, since Maggie’s “penitence 

and submission were constantly obstructed by resentment” both for Philip and for herself, as she 

“went on recalling the insults that had been flung at him” (324). These insults “heaped upon” 

Philip “rankled in her mind as Tom’s great offense” (357). 240  

 However, Maggie feels a “certain dim background of relief in the forced separation from 

Philip” (324). While this may be because she does not find Philip physically attractive, as some 

critics have suggested, and/or because she is grateful for the “deliverance from concealment,” 

another reason suggests itself in the context: so long as her father is alive, Maggie’s defiant 

words to Tom cannot be tested (324). As long as their father is alive, Tom and Maggie cannot 

show an open break between them, because their father cannot know about Maggie’s behavior. 

Maggie will not willingly do anything to separate herself from her father; and she does not really 

want to do anything to separate herself from Tom, despite her angry and bitter words. However, 

it is the manner of her father’s death a few weeks later that really brings home to Maggie the 

destructive nature of repressed shame and hatred, and that leads her to try to maintain her 

relationship with Tom despite the clash over Philip.  

 The news that Tom has earned enough to pay the debts results in a “fierce sense of 

triumph” in Tulliver that threatens “ultimate mastery” over him (328). Gone is the “the sense of 

failure and debt” that has caused Tulliver to ride in “back streets” “with his head hanging down;” 

instead, he ride homes “with uplifted head and free glances, along the principal street” (329). The 

fact that now Tulliver can hold his head up and look everyone in the eye is the sign that he no 

longer feels ashamed; but not just any eye will do. Tulliver wants to find Wakem so he can “look 

straight at him” (329-30). When they finally meet outside the gates of the mill, Tulliver’s “long-
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smothered hate” for Wakem overwhelms him: “in a frenzy of triumphant vengeance,” Tulliver 

flogs the “long-hated predominant man,” and even on his deathbed hours later from a stroke, 

Tulliver is unrepentant. “I had my turn—I beat him,” he tells Tom. And to Maggie he answers, “I 

don’t forgive him . . . what’s forgiving to do? I can’t love a raskil” (333). Tulliver’s last words 

are poignant, especially since Tulliver has always been one of the unlucky descendents of Cain: 

“Does God forgive raskils? . . . but if He does, He won’t be hard wi’ me” (333). This begs the 

question that has been at stake since the beginning of the novel: according to the ideology of the 

elect, God does not forgive raskils, because they do not deserve to be forgiven. Maggie’s distress 

over the question prompts her to seek reconciliation with Tom, saying “Tom, forgive me—let us 

always love each other” (334). The scene closes as the two of them “clung and wept together”—

a scene that seems to foreshadow the ending of the novel, which will perhaps answer the 

question left unanswered here.  

 

The Seduction of Maggie Tulliver   

 Although the third volume begins cheerfully, with a happy domestic scene at the home of 

Mr. Deane, Eliot places allusions in the text that act as oblique associations with forces under the 

surface of the text. Lucy Deane is as much of a paragon as ever, a “neat little lady” with “light-

brown ringlets,” “soft hazel eyes,” and “little shell-pink palm” (335). Her lover, Stephen Guest, 

with his “diamond ring, attar of roses, and air of nonchalant leisure” in the middle of a workday, 

is also obviously among the elite of St. Ogg’s. Eliot uses adjectives that suggest classical 

learning and high breeding: Lucy is “charming,” angelic” and “faëry” like; Stephen is a “fine,” 

“graceful,” “rather striking” young “Hercules” (335-6). Eliot also sprinkles their banter with 

oblique allusions to Genesis so that we may understand that they are, of course, among the elect 
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(but we knew that already about Lucy). They decide to sing from “the Creation” by Haydn; they 

are “Adam and Eve unfallen, in paradise,” whose lives consist of “incessant bliss” (339). 241  

 The trope of the water as judgment also shows up in clever, oblique references. Lucy’s 

house and garden overlook “a boat-house by the side of the Floss” (335). Lucy and Stephen are 

comfortable “go[ing] out for a row,” confident in their own powers to stay afloat: a state which 

recalls Tom’s boast about making “a boat with a wooden house on top, like Noah’s ark” in case 

of flood (351, 62). Eliot even playfully suggests the higher Biblical criticism as a contest 

between the elect and the fallen: Stephen is so securely one of the elect that even in his reading 

he stays above water: he is reading the “Bridgewater” Treatises, the subtitle of which is, 

Treatises on the Power, Wisdom, and Goodness of God as Manifested in the Creation. Although 

this book testifies to Stephen’s favored status, even “the stream of his recollections” from the 

book—though “running rather shallow”—are a danger to Maggie: Lucy declares that she does 

not want Maggie “plunging” into books; instead, Maggie is to have days “filled with boating” 

since it has been “years since she had been on the river” (351).  

 This dichotomy between the elect, who ride in boats on top of the water, and the damned, 

who are doomed to swim (and drown), belongs to the ideology of Genesis, the ideology of blame 

and shame that seems to control the narrative. The idea of Maggie’s being “plunged” into the 

water also recalls the witches’ trial by water (351). Both narratives suggest that Maggie is an 

anomaly in Lucy’s house, one of the wicked left to drown, a witch who by trying to swim will 

condemn herself. Lucy is trying to rescue Maggie from drowning: but that very narrative still 

encodes Maggie as one of the fallen. Lucy, whose “small egoisms were impregnated with 

benevolence,” is still a Dodson, unknowingly caught up in the ideological framework that 

condemns Maggie (341). The only way for Maggie to escape her fate is to change the narrative 

completely. Fortunately, the narrative of St. Ogg is also present in the text. While boating, 
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Maggie decides that she wants to learn to row, though she “requires much teaching” (353). Her 

“ambition” will not be “satisfied” until she can “manage both oars, and row you and Lucy” 

(353). This image suggests Maggie as St. Ogg plying the river in the flood in a divinely-

protected boat. These conflicting ideologies will cross and re-cross in the narrative stream until 

the end.    

 Eliot’s diction plays upon the tropes that have signaled Maggie’s status as one of the 

daughters of men. To Stephen, Maggie is a “dark lady” with “an alarming amount of the devil” 

in her (344, 347). She possesses some “witchery” that makes her attractive even in shabby 

clothes (344). To Lucy also, Maggie seems to have secret knowledge that “seemed like 

witchcraft—part of your general uncanniness” (357).242 Philip Wakem is also one of the 

daughters of men, having been “brought up like a girl” with “nerves as sensitive as a woman’s” 

(388). He is a Cain-like figure, marked by his deformity, “morbid” and “bitter” over his lot, who 

anticipates no “escape from pain,” “unless I could fall into some kind of conceited madness, and 

fancy myself a favourite of heaven because I am not a favourite of men” (381). In a time of 

particular bitterness, Philip “burst into one of his invectives against ‘The Creation,’. . . [as 

having] a sort of sugared complacency and a flattering make-believe about it” (339). 243 This also 

marks Philip as “the fallen Adam with a sour temper,” as Stephen scoffs (339).  

 Maggie also struggles with bitterness. Comparisons with Lucy are inevitable, and 

Maggie, once again, falls short, as she tells Lucy: “You dear, tiny thing, you enjoy other people’s 

happiness so much, I believe you would do without any of your own. I wish I were like you” 

(344).244 In contrast, Maggie admits, “I often hate myself, because I get angry at the sight of 

happy people. I think it gets worse as I get older—more selfish. That seems very dreadful” (344-

5). While Maggie says this to Lucy “in loving admiration,” the implications are ominous. It 

sounds as if Maggie is justifying beforehand what she is about to do. If Philip’s prophecy in the 
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Red Deeps comes true, and Maggie steals “all the love away from Lucy,” will Lucy enjoy 

Maggie’s happiness despite not having any of her own? Also, does Maggie really wish she was 

like Lucy? Or is this wishing more like her childhood wish to be Queen in Lucy’s body, that is, 

to be in Lucy’s place? Then Maggie gives Lucy a warning that she gets “angry at the sight of 

happy people.” It is indeed “dreadful” – and that word, again, signals an unconscious motive.  

 It is Spinozan inevitability that Maggie fall in love with Stephen. Not only past 

associations, but also the way events unfold, seem destined to play up Maggie’s suppressed 

resentment and shame. Right before Stephen arrives, Lucy brings up Philip Wakem, and Maggie 

is just about to explain Tom’s prohibition about Philip when the doorbell rings. Thus Stephen 

arrives at the very moment when Maggie is made aware again of her conflict with Tom, and 

probably also is feeling again the resentment of Tom’s conduct toward Philip, and toward 

herself. When she is introduced to Stephen, Maggie is conscious that he finds her very attractive, 

and she finds that homage pleasant. Maggie’s looks are a sore point with her since they continue 

to be the mark of her unacceptability in the family; later that very evening, Mrs. Tulliver again 

brings up Maggie’s “brown skin” and wishes aloud to Lucy that Maggie “had our family skin” 

(354). Although Lucy defends Maggie’s complexion as “beautiful,” Mrs. Tulliver reiterates, 

“When I was young a brown skin wasn’t thought well on among respectable folks” (354). Uncle 

Pullet jokingly mentions both “The Nut-Brown Maid,” and “Crazy Kate” and mixes them up in 

his mind. “Crazy Kate” is a character in a poem by William Cowper, an outcast, abandoned 

woman, associated with gypsies on a common. “The Nut-Brown Maid” is a song in which the 

maid’s faithfulness in love is tested. The fact that Uncle Pullet thinks of them both in connection 

with Maggie shows that her skin color is still connected with thoughts of immorality and 

unfaithfulness in her family’s mind. Maggie, “laughing but impatient,” suggests, “I think that 

will be the end of my brown skin, if it is always to be talked about so much” (354). The end of 
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her brown skin would of course be the end of Maggie’s life, a reference to her dying of 

mortification; in contrast, it is no wonder that Stephen’s “admiration” is appealing (354-5).  

 Later, in her confidential talk with Lucy about her relationship with Philip, Maggie omits 

the confrontation between Tom and Philip in the Red Deeps, and her father’s flogging of Lawyer 

Wakem, because both of those scenes are too shameful for Maggie to tell; she “could not bear 

that anyone else should know it all” (357). However, her omission leads Lucy to underestimate 

the obstacles to a marriage between Maggie and Philip. Lucy’s “plot” to fix things so that 

Maggie “may marry Philip, when I marry—someone else” should be a story with a “pretty 

ending to my poor, poor Maggie’s troubles;” but Maggie “shivered, as if she felt a sudden chill” 

(358). Maggie is tired of other people’s plots and stories abut her life; Maggie has her own plot 

in mind, although she is yet unaware of it; and her “sincere” confidences have only served the 

purpose of “blinding” Lucy—and herself—to her unconscious purpose (358).  

 Nor does Maggie’s meeting with Tom improve matters. Because Maggie “felt the dread 

of alienation from her brother,” Tom’s assertion that she “would be led away to do anything” is a 

“cruel word” (361). Tom once again frames Maggie’s choices so that she is like the witch in the 

water, in which everything she does is “perverse”: “I never feel certain about anything with you. 

At one time you take pleasure in a sort of perverse self-denial, and at another you have not 

resolution to resist a thing that you know to be wrong” (362). Maggie reacts to Tom’s blame as 

she “always” does: “Maggie always writhed under this judgment of Tom’s: she rebelled and was 

humiliated in the same moment: it seemed as if he held a glass before her to show her her own 

folly and weakness—as if he were a prophetic voice predicting her future failings —and yet, all 

the while, she judged him in return” (362-3). Just as Mrs. Glegg’s blame drove Mr. Tulliver to 

do the very things that ended up bringing on his ruin, so Tom’s blame “rouse[s] a spirit of 
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resistance in Maggie,” and her renewed resentment will drive her to make similarly fateful 

choices (360).  

  

 Philip’s inadvertent twelve-day delay in coming to the Deane’s home after Maggie’s 

arrival gives Maggie time to fall under the spell of “the young lady’s life,” with its “intoxicating 

effect on her, after her years of privation” (369). Part of that intoxication is a result of Stephen’s 

“admiring eyes,” in which Maggie “was no longer an unheeded person, liable to be chid, from 

whom attention was continually claimed, and on whom no one felt bound to confer any” (369).  

Her “passionate sensibility” makes Maggie especially responsive to the “charm of her new 

pleasures,” so that “perhaps, unconsciously to herself, she was not sorry that [her first interview 

with Philip] had been deferred” (370). Meanwhile, Stephen’s “tacit engagement” to Lucy allows 

Maggie and Stephen to enjoy their intense attraction to each other without asking, ‘To what does 

this all tend?’ (412, 372). The dynamics between Stephen and Maggie are reminiscent of the 

relations between Arthur Donnithorne and Hetty in Adam Bede. While Hetty was incapable of 

understanding the danger of her attraction to Arthur, Maggie is similarly blind to consequences, 

but for a different reason: Maggie “was absorbed in the direct, immediate experience, without 

any energy left for taking account of it and reasoning about it” (372). However, Stephen is more 

culpable; like Arthur, Stephen “willfully abstained from self-questioning, and would not admit to 

himself that he felt an influence which was to have any determining effect on his conduct” (372). 

That this is the same sort of “backstairs influence” Arthur was subject to, becomes evident when 

Stephen makes up excuses to visit Maggie alone, even—like Arthur—having “dined hastily in 

his own room for the sake of setting off and finding her alone” (AB 236; Mill 375). Like Arthur, 

Stephen reasons with himself that after seeing Maggie once more, he “would be satisfied, and 

quite reasonable” (374). Of course, he is not satisfied, and afterwards Stephen walks “cursing his 
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own folly, and bitterly determining that he would never trust himself alone with Maggie again” 

(377). Though he promises himself, “he would master himself in the future,” he does not really 

want to master himself: it is Maggie he wishes to master: “To see such a creature subdued by 

love for one would be a lot worth having” (377).  

 Maggie is likewise conflicted. She “hates herself” because she knows that it is “odious 

and base” to wish to be Lucy’s rival (345, 310). When Philip finally arrives at Lucy’s, Maggie 

“clings to” Philip as a sort of “outward conscience,” a “refuge from an alluring influence which 

the best part of her must resist” (378). Yet once again Philip, in a moment of lightness, suggests 

something that that will prove to be a trap to Maggie, telling Lucy, “You will never govern well, 

Miss Deane, because no one will ever believe in your severity. People will always encourage 

themselves in misdemeanors by the certainty that you will be indulgent” (379). This, along with 

his earlier light-hearted suggestion that Maggie “will carry away all the love from” Lucy, 

suggests a possible avenue for Maggie’s unconscious. Yet, on the surface, she is resistant: “I had 

need have you always to find fault with me and teach me,” she tells Philip, “so many things have 

come true that you used to tell me” (381). Then, she remembers what he had once said to her 

“about a lover of Lucy’s” and it causes her to “shudder” (381). In Eliot’s novels, dread, shudders, 

and chills are usually signs of omens or portents that suggest the subconscious mind recognizing 

its motives.245 In this case, that memory “gave new definiteness to Maggie’s position” (381). 

Likewise, Philip senses Maggie’s danger, and in order to save Maggie from herself, he moves to 

try to remove the impediments that shame has constructed to his marriage with Maggie. He does 

this, not only for selfish motives, but also because he senses that Maggie is acting from a 

subconscious motive of revenge that she would despise in herself.  

 At one point, there seems a moment of reprieve in Maggie’s seduction. The crisis scene 

at the dance where Stephen loses control of himself and kisses Maggie’s arm, causes her “rage 
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and humiliation” at the “insult.” Maggie believes “a horrible punishment was come upon her for 

the sin of allowing a moment’s happiness that was treachery to Lucy, to Philip—to her own 

better soul. That momentary had been smitten with a blight—a leprosy: Stephen thought more 

lightly of her then he did Lucy” (407). This brief sentence shows that Maggie is indeed trying to 

triumph over Lucy, and that her humiliation stems from the fact that Stephen seems to respect 

Lucy more (and implies that he views Maggie as a woman of light morals, perhaps). Thus, 

Maggie’s “bitter rage” is directed not only at Stephen, but also at herself, at “the hateful 

weakness which had dragged her within reach of this wound to her self respect” (407). Although 

Maggie believes her humiliation will have the good effect of breaking her attraction to Stephen, 

Philip has a portentous dream about Maggie “slipping down a glistening, green, slimy channel of 

a waterfall, and he was looking on helpless” (393).246 The vision is fulfilled in the next chapter, 

when Maggie is visiting at her aunt Moss’s home—“Moss” would be the slippery “green slimy 

channel” in a waterfall—and Stephen comes to beg forgiveness, to openly confess his love, and 

argue that it would not be wrong for them to marry. Despite—and indeed because of—Maggie’s 

prior humiliation, she is tempted to believe him, so that she “need no longer to beat and struggle 

against this current”—yet feeling all the while “as if she were sliding downwards in a nightmare” 

(412-3). Although they agree to a mutual renunciation of their love, they seal this renunciation 

with a kiss, another step in their inevitable fall.  

  

 Maggie makes a decision to take another situation to escape temptation, but cannot 

explain her motives for doing so. Meanwhile there has been a “change in the fortunes of the 

Tullivers,” so that Tom is able to live in the Mill again, as a step towards getting the Mill back in 

his own hands (415). Tom’s “becoming creditable” is rewarded with the approbation of the aunts 

and uncles, and Lucy herself, who believes that the “unfortunate” young man who was running 



! ! )*++! LV_!

the Mill was tossed from his horse in a drunken fit so that Tom “might all the sooner have the fit 

reward of his exemplary conduct—papa thought so very highly of him” (415). While Lucy’s 

delight in the good fortune of Tom is real, as is her (somewhat condescending!) sympathy for 

“other people’s misfortunes (poor creatures!),” her reaction shows that, Dodson-like, she 

believes that people get what they deserve. As Mrs. Pullet observes, “Now that Tom’s so lucky, 

it’s nothing but right his friends look on him and help him” (416). Mr. Glegg congratulates Tom 

for coming “into your luck a good deal earlier than us old folks did” (418). However, the sins of 

the Tullivers are not forgotten, and Mrs. Glegg can’t let Tom think his Tulliver blood has been 

any credit to him: “I hope he’ll bear it in mind as it’s his mother’s family he owes it to. If he 

hadn’t had them to take after, he’d ha’ been poorly off. There was never any failures, nor lawing, 

nor wastefulness in our family” (418). “But Tom had the Dodson skin: I said that from the first,” 

Aunt Pullet reminds Mrs. Glegg (418). 

  Mrs. Pullet can’t resist making a dig at Bessy about her linen that was now “all over the 

country,” while Bessy, “accustomed to consider herself in the light of an accused person,” 

responds with her usual disclaimer, “I’d no choice, I’m sure, sister” (416). Nor is Mrs. Pullet 

able to resist blaming Maggie for her intention to “go into service again,” now that she was 

“capable of being at once ornamental and useful” at her aunt’s (416). Mrs. Glegg accuses 

Maggie of lacking “respect and duty to her aunts, and the rest of her kin are so good to her” 

because she made plans to go away “without consulting us”  (417). Nor did Maggie come to stay 

with the Gleggs, as she did with the Pullets and Deanes, an omission that could only be 

construed as “putting a slight on her mother’s eldest sister, as is the head o’ the family” (417). 

These accusations are similar to ones that had been made about Mr. Tulliver, that he did not 

respect the Dodson sisters or consult them when he made plans. Once again, Mrs. Tulliver feels 

the need to turn Mrs. Glegg’s blame away from herself, saying, “Not as it’s my wish she should 
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go away at all—but quite contrairy. I’m sure I’m innocent. I’ve said over and over again, ‘My 

dear, you’ve no call to go away’” (417). Bessy’s diction suggests the same sort of blame she had 

leveled at her husband, with the same sense that she has no power over what Maggie chooses to 

do, since Maggie is as obstinate as her father. These comments suggest that history is set to 

repeat itself. Tom may have escaped the Tulliver curse, but Maggie has not.  

 Maggie’s “perverse resolve to go into a situation again” is also a “sore point” for Tom, 

and for Lucy, who regards Maggie as being “naughty” and “obstinately bent” on being unhappy 

(420, 416, 415). However, Lucy finds Tom no more compliant when she appeals to him to be 

“delighted that all the old grievances should be healed, and that Maggie should have Philip with 

all suitable dispatch” (419). Tom’s “prejudice” against Philip was a “meeting-point for all the 

disappointed feelings of family and personal pride,” feelings that had been cast up against him 

again that evening by the Dodson relatives, even in the midst of his success (420). “Other 

feelings added their force to produce Tom’s bitter repugnance to Philip, and to Maggie’s union 

with him” (420). These feelings are no doubt a reference to the confrontation in the Red Deeps 

between Tom and Philip. The memory of Maggie’s words must have been scorching: her claims 

to “despise” and “detest” Tom’s treatment of Philip, and her denunciation of Tom as a “cruel . . . 

unmanly . . . Pharisee” (323). Tom, for his part, believes that the elder Wakem was responsible 

for taking advantage of his father’s Tulliver nature in order to cause his failure and humiliate the 

family; he suspects that Philip Wakem is doing the same thing to Maggie. In Tom’s eyes, Phillip, 

Maggie, and her father are on one side of a divide, and Tom, Lucy, and the Dodsons are on the 

other. Tom’s “cold refusal” to reconsider the situation, given that Maggie has “declared her 

determination to be independent” of him, leads Tom to spitefully expect Maggie’s Tulliver 

nature to lead her to marry Philip (420).  
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 Thus, for Maggie, nothing has changed. The old enmity with Tom is there, unhealed, 

even though “to have no cloud between herself and Tom was still a perpetual yearning in her, 

that had its root deeper than all change” (418). Philip is forbidden her still, unless she wants an 

open break with Tom. Maggie still has all the old reasons for resentment: the aunts and uncles 

insist upon continuing to blame her father even after he is dead; blame her mother for having 

married him; and blame Maggie for being like her father. Her mother is almost as defensive 

about Maggie as ever. Even Lucy seems to be conspiring against Maggie, by believing that 

Maggie is “naughty,” and that Tom is prospering because of his Dodson ways. Moreover, Tom 

still prefers Lucy to her.  He is “in love with Lucy,” and the text has hinted that Mr. Deane might 

be willing to accept him as a son-in-law (360).247  For Maggie, all that seems in store for the 

future is more hardship, loneliness, and suffering, far from home and the family that always 

seems to push her away. Moreover, Lucy has all the happiness that Maggie will never have. All 

these conflicting motives finally push Maggie into the only channel left for her resentment and 

her desire, but Eliot makes clear that this is partly due to the circumstances surrounding Maggie, 

which push her to do things that she would consciously reject:  

But you have known Maggie a long time, and need to be told, not her 

characteristics, but her history, which is a thing hardly to be predicted even from 

the completest knowledge of characteristics. For the tragedy of our lives is not 

created entirely from within. ‘Character,’ says Novalis, in one of his questionable 

aphorisms, ‘character is destiny.’ But not the whole of our destiny. (370) 

Maggie’s destiny is “like the course of an unmapped river: we only know that the river is full and 

rapid, and that for all rivers there is the same final home” (370). In other words, the passions that 

Maggie suppresses will seek expression, and cannot be stopped on their way to fulfillment. If the 

channel that exists for them is blocked or insufficient, they will find a new channel, or cut one.  
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 Once more Philip seems to direct the course Maggie’s current will take, when he suggests 

that Maggie “will be selling her soul to that ghostly boatman that haunts the Floss—only for the 

sake of being drifted in a boat forever” (422). Recall that the boatman, St. Ogg, took the 

wretched woman across the river because of her heart’s need. “Should you like to be her 

boatman?” Lucy asks Philip, in her naïve sense that Maggie and Philip belong together, and that 

Philip will be the answer to Maggie’s heart longings. Tragically, Stephen takes Philip’s place, 

and indeed, at first it seems to Maggie that Stephen is the strong boatman who will minister to 

her heart’s need without asking her to justify herself. Maggie allows herself to carried along by 

Stephen’s “stronger presence that seemed to bear her along without any act of her own will, like 

the added self that comes with the sudden exalting influence of a strong tonic—and she felt 

nothing else” (426). Stephen, for his part, deliberately takes advantage of Maggie’s moral fatigue 

and her tendency to “fits of absence,” in order to drift much farther downstream than their 

intended destination. The “fatal intoxication” of Stephen’s presence almost causes Maggie to 

yield to the “stealing influence” of Stephen’s argument that the “tide was doing it all—that she 

might glide along with the swift, silent stream, and not struggle anymore” (427).  

 But then! her angry moral “resistance” to her unconscious motives—and Stephen’s 

overbearing behavior—is roused. “You have wanted to deprive me of any choice. You knew we 

were come too far—you have dared to take advantage of my thoughtlessness. It is unmanly to 

bring me into such a position” (428). He is “stung by [her] reproach,” and the imputation that “he 

had acted unworthily towards her”—although he had (428). In a ‘tone of suppressed rage,” he 

defends himself by casting subtle blame upon Maggie: “I can’t justify it: I ought to have told 

you. It is enough to make you hate me---since you don’t love me well enough to make 

everything else indifferent to you, as I do you” (428). Since Maggie doesn’t love him enough, he 
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will have to suffer: “I’ll tell Lucy that I was mad—and that you hate me—and you shall be clear 

of me forever” (428). Then, in a masterstroke, he suggests that her being “vindicated” is really a 

form of selfishness: “No one can blame you, because I behaved unpardonably to you” (428). 

 The dynamics of the situation is just like that between Tom and Maggie with the jam 

puff, and Tom and Bob Jakin with the half-shilling. Stephen has engaged Maggie in a game in 

which she is an unwitting participant, although Maggie has much more at stake in it than does 

Stephen; but the fact that Maggie objects to her role in the game makes her “selfish” (428). In the 

next paragraph, Eliot points out how manipulative this is, and how effective shame is for making 

Maggie submit to being tyrannized over: “Maggie was paralyzed . . . He had called up a state of 

feeling in which the reasons which had acted on her conscience seemed transmuted into mere 

self-regard…she began to look at him with timid distress” (428, my emphasis). Like her conflicts 

with Tom, Maggie’s resistance to Stephen “seemed to place her in selfish isolation to him” (428, 

my emphasis). Thus, Maggie is silenced, “dreading lest their feelings should be divided again” 

(428). Afterward, “every influence lulled her into acquiescence,” especially her physical and 

moral “weariness and exhaustion,” and her “subjection to [Stephen’s] strong mysterious charm” 

(429).  

 The narrator notes, “This yielding to the idea of Stephen’s suffering was more fatal than 

the other yielding, because it was less distinguishable from that sense of others’ claims which 

was the moral basis of her resistance” (428, my emphasis). Yet Maggie is again succumbing to 

her unconscious desires: “Maggie was hardly conscious of having said or done anything 

decisive. All yielding is attended by a less vivid consciousness than resistance; it is the partial 

sleep of thought; it is the submergence of our personality by another” (428, my emphasis). 

Eliot’s diction, that Maggie is being submerged, suggests that Stephen is dunking Maggie in the 

water; she is once again the witch in the water, caught in a double bind from which she cannot 
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emerge except as guilty or dead (428). But Maggie is not resisting being drowned, at least 

temporarily: Stephen’s influence, “which had flowed over her like a soft stream, and made her 

entirely passive,” was not now “distinct to her: she was being lulled to sleep with that soft stream 

still flowing over her” (431). Nevertheless, she had a “dim consciousness . . . that the morrow 

must bring back the old life of struggle” (431).  

  

 The mingling of all the stories suggested by Eliot’s diction reflects the swirling 

interpretive currents that surround Maggie, along with the conflicting currents of motive. She is 

in a boat: which suggests she is among the elect; or that Stephen has taken her into the ark; or 

that she is the Virgin Mary; or the woman whose heart’s need was the motivation for St. Ogg to 

row her across the river. In each of these cases, Stephen is the one of the elect, or St. Ogg – a 

desirable figure. In each of those cases, Maggie is either innocent or at least a recipient of 

salvation: if she acquiesces to Stephen’s views. But at the same time, if Maggie is the witch in 

the water, then Stephen being among the elect has a more sinister meaning: he is the Puritan who 

has put her into the water, in which she will either struggle and be guilty, or acquiesce and 

drown.    

 Maggie’s “confused web of dreams” clarifies the situation (432). In the dream, she is in a 

boat with Stephen; but he is not St. Ogg. Another boat approaches, containing the Virgin and St. 

Ogg. As the boat comes closer Maggie sees that the “Virgin was Lucy and the boatman was 

Philip” (432). This suggests their betrayal of both Lucy and Philip; Maggie has usurped Lucy’s 

place, and Maggie and Lucy should be switched: Lucy with Stephen, and Maggie with Philip. 

But then, almost immediately, the boatman shifts identity, and this part of the dream is worth 

citing in full: 
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No, not Philip, but her brother, who rowed past without looking at her; and she 

rose to stretch out her arms and call to him, and their own boat turned over with 

the movement, and they began to sink, till with one spasm of dread she seemed to 

awake, and find that she was a child again in the parlour at evening twilight, and 

Tom was not really angry. (432) 

This part of the dream is very suggestive of Maggie’s real motivations and fears. Although the 

situation seems to be about betraying Lucy and Philip, it is also—and perhaps only really—about 

Lucy and Tom: they are together in the boat, and Maggie is shut out of the relationship. Tom 

rows past “without looking at her,” which she interprets as Tom’s being “angry.” Her attempts to 

get his attention only lead to her own drowning. Her spasm of dread sends her into a “false 

waking” in which she is a child and “Tom was not really angry” (432). That false waking reveals 

Maggie’s deepest fear: Tom’s anger; and her deepest desire: to be reunited with Tom.   

 Moreover, Maggie’s dream reveals a miscalculation on her part: if she elopes with 

Stephen, Lucy will be free to marry Tom (recall that she had only recently learned that Tom was 

in love with Lucy—although she had rejected Bob Jakin’s interpretation of events at the time). 

Moreover, Tom will be angry and will not acknowledge Maggie and Stephen; so Lucy will still 

win the one love that Maggie really wants, Maggie will still be divided from Tom, and Maggie 

and Stephen will be morally capsized. Thus any joy that Maggie could win would be hollow: 

“Her life with Stephen could have no sacredness: she must forever sink” if she went on with him 

(432). However, interestingly, Maggie does not mention Tom’s anger as a reason for turning 

back when she argues with Stephen. Their argument is all about duty, and what they owe to 

Philip and Lucy, and whether their attraction to each other outweighs their duty. Maggie argues, 

“If I had been better, nobler, [Lucy and Philip’s] claims would have been so strongly present 

with me…that the opposite feeling would never have grown in me…I should never have failed 



! ! )*++! L]V!

towards Lucy and Philip as I have done, if I had not been weak, selfish, and hard” (436). But the 

real reason Maggie can’t marry Stephen is that the marriage would “rend me away from all that 

my past life made dear and holy to me. I can’t set out on a fresh life, and forget that: I must go 

back, and cling to it” (439). When Stephen insists it is too late, and Maggie’s character will be 

ruined, Maggie’s reply suggests her new strategy: “They will believe me. I will confess 

everything. Lucy will believe me—she will forgive you—and—and—O, some good will come 

by clinging to the right . . . my whole soul has never consented—it does not consent now” (439).   

 There may still some deep conflict in Maggie’s motives. It is worth noting that if the 

scenario turns out as Maggie wishes, she will still have gotten her revenge upon Lucy—while at 

the same time keeping herself technically innocent of reproach—since Stephen carried her away 

without her whole consent. If Lucy forgives Stephen, and they reconcile, then Tom cannot marry 

Lucy. Although Maggie does not mention Philip, she knows him well enough to know he will 

forgive her. She does not mention Tom because she still cannot acknowledge—perhaps even to 

herself—that her resentment toward him was what motivated her elopement in the first place; yet 

now all Maggie can yearn for is to be reunited with Tom. Eliot suggests that it is this motivation 

that moves Maggie as she leaves Stephen: “She was not conscious of a decision as she . . . 

walked out of the room: it was like an automatic action that fulfills a forgotten intention” (439). 

Maggie’s forgotten intention, as when she was a little girl pushing Lucy into the mud, was to 

“vex” Tom, but not to break the relationship permanently: she hopes against hope that Tom will 

not “really be angry” (105, 432). For Tom has always been Maggie’s idol, and home “the 

sanctuary where sacred relics lay” (439). Thus, her first, deepest concern is her relationship with 

Tom, and her “mind was unswervingly bent upon returning to her brother, as the natural refuge 

that had been given her” (441). “In her deep humiliation under the retrospect of her own 

weakness—in her anguish at the injury she had inflicted—she almost desired to endure the 
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severity of Tom’s reproof, to submit in patient silence to that harsh disapproving judgment . . . it 

seemed no more than just to her now” (441-2). Any punishment is not too severe so long as Tom 

will receive her.  

The Return of the Prodigal 

 The scene at the Mill re-imagines the parable of the Prodigal. Maggie returns home alone, 

looking “worn and distressed,” an appearance that to Tom seemed “a confirmation of his worst 

conjectures” (442). There is no loving father to receive her, however, as there was for the 

Prodigal; there is only the elder brother, “trembling and white with disgust and indignation” 

(442). Maggie “felt the hatred in his face,” but begins her apology anyway. Tom’s response is 

just what Maggie feared it would be: “You will find no home with me. You have disgraced us 

all. You have disgraced my father’s name. You have been a curse to your best friends . . . I wash 

my hands of your for ever. You don’t belong to me” (442). As is typical in their relationship, 

Maggie tries to explain herself, but Tom rejects her explanations and insists on her guilt: “you 

are base—deceitful . . . you must have behaved as no modest girl would have done to her 

cousin’s lover . . . you knew what you were doing” (442). Maggie, as usual, is unable “to discern 

any difference between her actual guilt and her brother’s accusations, much less to vindicate 

herself” (443). She begs again for forgiveness, and is again turned away by Tom, in “cruel 

bitterness”:  

‘I loathe your character and your conduct . . . I will sanction no such character as 

yours: the world shall know that I feel the difference between right and wrong. If 

you are in want, I will provide for you—let my mother know. But you shall not 

come under my roof. It is enough that I have to bear the thought of your disgrace: 

the sight of you is hateful to me.’ (443)  
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 Although Maggie is soon vindicated by a letter from Stephen “laying all the blame on 

himself,” and making her “appear quite innocent,” Tom refuses to relent from blaming her, and 

St. Ogg’s blames her as well. Through a form of indirect discourse, we hear their opinions, 

which Eliot sardonically refers to as “the world’s wife.”  Since she came back unmarried in a 

“degraded and outcast condition,” Maggie is “detestable” and “disgusting”: a “designing, bold 

girl,” Maggie has been “actuated by mere unwomanly boldness and unbridled passion” to seduce 

her cousin’s lover, but Stephen has “shaken her off as soon as he could” (448). If her “truly 

respectable” brother Tom “had turned her from his door,” he must know something about her 

character. Although they “hoped that she would go out from the neighborhood . . . so as to purify 

the air of St. Ogg’s from the taint of her presence,” Maggie chooses to remain in St. Ogg’s and 

support herself in lodgings by plain sewing, in hopes that she can “atone to Lucy in some way” 

and convince others “that I’m sorry” (453). While the Rector Dr. Kenn shows Maggie sympathy 

and suggests that Tom and the people of St. Ogg’s are wrong to turn her away (because the 

Church ought to receive the penitent), he warns her that the “very unjust conceptions” of public 

opinion will have a “baneful effect” upon her reputation. “There is hardly any evidence which 

will save you from the painful effect of false imputations,” he predicts, despite the letter from 

Stephen that “has vindicated you to the utmost” (452). This is the same warning that Eliot has 

repeated in all her novels so far, about the damaging effects of gossip, blame, and unjust 

judgment. Eliot contrasts “men of maxims” who make “moral judgment[s] solely by general 

rules,” with those who rely upon “growing insight and sympathy” and a “wide fellow-feeling,” 

reiterating the “truth, that moral judgments must remain false and hollow, unless they are 

checked and enlightened by a perpetual reference to the special circumstances of the individual 

lot” (454).  
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 Although that seems to be Eliot’s moral, it appears three chapters before the end of the 

book. The rest is devoted to the question of whether Maggie is forgiven by Lucy, Philip, her 

family, and most of all, Tom. Maggie’s mother stays with her at Bob Jakin’s, which comforts 

Maggie extremely. Unexpectedly, Mrs. Glegg is surprisingly willing to believe the best of 

Maggie, at least until she is “compelled” to admit the worst; moreover, she “burst[s] forth in 

severe reproof of Tom” because he does not extend Maggie the same consideration. This is 

partly due to a sense of loyalty to “kin” that makes Mrs. Glegg loath to “cast her out of from 

family shelter to scorn in the outer world, until she had become unequivocably a family 

disgrace” (455). Once she hears of Stephen’s letter, she is ready to do battle for Maggie’s “fair 

fame” with “all comers” (455). However, her second “severe” “remonstrance with Tom” has no 

effect; Tom’s “repulsion towards Maggie” is resisted by his “doubly deep dye of personal pride” 

(456). Because Tom will not receive her, Mrs. Glegg offers Maggie “shelter in her house,” and 

even promises that she “won’t throw ill words at her” (456). Maggie is grateful but insists that 

she must be independent; she shudders at the thought of what living with Mrs. Glegg would be 

like. When Dr. Kenn is unable to find her employment in St. Ogg’s, he offers Maggie 

employment with his own children, but soon the evil gossip of the church makes him withdraw 

that help. Eliot devotes a two and a half pages to castigating “the ladies of St. Ogg’s” for their 

“egoism” and their love of “evil-speaking” and “condemning” others; and the men of St. Oggs 

for being “fond of scandal” or lacking in courage to “interfere” in “the mutual hatred of women” 

(461).  

 Meanwhile, Philip writes her a letter that shows that he is one of those whose deep 

sympathy causes him to “believe in” Maggie’s faithfulness and truthfulness, despite her 

attraction to Stephen, which, he believes, “belonged to that partial, divided action of our nature 

that makes half the tragedy of the human lot” (458). Even though Philip believed that Stephen 
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had “prevailed on” Maggie, he was surprised when Maggie returned without Stephen: “There is 

something stronger in you than your love for him,” Philip writes. Though they must “stay apart a 

long time,” he is hers “unchangeably,” even though he has absolutely no expectation that she 

will ever want him as a lover; and then he writes words that must be of immeasurable comfort to 

Maggie: “If everyone else has misconceived you, remember that you have never been doubted 

by him whose heart recognized you ten years ago” (459). Lucy is also magnanimous, once she 

has heard Stephen’s letter, and recovered somewhat from the shock of their elopement. She 

comes to Maggie alone, in secret, to say that she also believes the best of Maggie, that she knows 

Maggie did not “mean to make me unhappy” (465). Maggie tells Lucy that “Stephen struggled 

too . . . He wanted to be true to you. He will come back to you. Forgive him—he will be happy 

then” (465). Lucy is amazed that Maggie is able to “give him up,” and says, “you are better than 

I am” (465). This suggests that she is still in love with Stephen, and that they will eventually be 

reconciled.  

 So most of what Maggie has hoped for has happened as she told Stephen before she left 

him: “They will believe me. I will confess everything. Lucy will believe me—she will forgive 

you—and—and—O, some good will come by clinging to the right” (439). All that is left is 

reconciliation with Tom. However, that seems impossible; and once Dr. Kenn must give up 

employing her because of “public sentiment that was odious and contemptible,” Maggie 

concludes that she will have to leave St. Ogg’s after all. Like Cain, Maggie “must be a lonely 

wanderer . . . she must begin a new life . . . there was no home, no help for the erring: even those 

who pitied were constrained to hardness” (468). In the midst of her despair about her future, she 

receives a letter from Stephen begging her to reconsider; “from beginning to end it was a 

passionate cry of reproach” for her rejection of him (468). Once again, blame and shame cause 

her to doubt herself and her own motives; but then she “recoils” with a “pang of conscious 
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degradation” and prays again for renunciation. Her deepest desire has been to love and be loved; 

while she has given way to the temptation of resentment when it seems that others willfully 

misunderstand her, and while shame has motivated her unconsciously to plot against Tom and 

Lucy, she has never consented wholly or consciously to want to hurt others or to do evil.  

 Spinoza writes that there are only two ways to overcome a passion: to understand it as 

much as possible and bring it to the light of reason; or to replace it with a stronger emotion. Once 

again, however, Maggie has been shaken to her core about her own motivations and desires. She 

is unable to discern intellectually between the manipulative blaming of Tom and Stephen, and 

her own actual motives, so she must “wait” until she “should feel again what she had felt, when 

she had fled away under an inspiration strong enough to conquer agony” (469). The “fountains of 

self-renouncing pity and affection, of faithfulness and resolve” eventually come, enabling her to 

whisper, “Forgive me, Stephen! It will pass away. You will come back to her,” and burn his 

letter (469).  However, until Maggie is able to understand how the dynamics of shame and blame 

work, so she can withdraw herself from their influence, she will always have to depend upon 

those stronger emotions of sympathy and pity to come and overwhelm her resentment; but there 

is no guarantee they will do so before she makes other, perhaps even worse choices. “Am I to 

struggle and fall and repent again? –has life other trials as hard for me still?” she cries in “self-

despair” (470). As her “soul went out to the Unseen Pity that would be with her to the end,” she 

feels the water around her knees that announces the flood has arrived (470).  

 The two main interpretive currents that have flowed in the narrative, the story of St. Ogg, 

and the story of the biblical Flood, compete in the understanding of the controversial ending. 

Maggie belongs to the narrative of St. Ogg. She prays, not to the judgmental Jehovah who 

drowned the earth in the flood, but to a god that reflects her own character: the “Unseen Pity that 

will be with her to the end” (470). This suggests the Virgin Mary, who blessed “Ogg the son of 
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Beorl” because he did not “wrangle with the heart’s need, but was smitten with pity, and didst 

straightway relieve the same” (122). The Virgin Mary then blessed his boat, so that “it shall be in 

no peril from the storm; and when it puts forth to the rescue, it shall save the lives of both men 

and beasts” (122). Afterward, when the boat was “witnessed in the floods of aftertime,” the 

Virgin Mary was always seen “in the prow” protecting him (123). Thus, Maggie prays to the 

Virgin Mary, who provides her with a boat; Maggie will then be able to row her way, like St. 

Ogg, through the raging floods to Tom, with an “almost miraculous divinely-protected effort” 

(474).  

 However, once on the water, Maggie cannot help but think of the “awful visitation of 

God which her father used to talk of—which had made the nightmares of her childish dreams” 

(471). Her father’s God is the dread Jehovah, who drowned the earth in the flood: the same God 

that used to give Eliot nightmares when she was a child. This thought, however, then makes her 

think of not just her father, but also her old home, the Mill—“and Tom—and her mother—they 

had all listened together” (471). Eliot mentions this not only to tie the ideology of the flood into 

the story, but also to remind Maggie (and the reader) of Tom, who once boasted that if the floods 

came, he would build an boat (like an ark). Now that the flood has come, however, it is Maggie 

with the boat. At first little more than instinct and association propels Maggie toward “possible 

rescue for those long-remembered beings at the old home” (472). But soon, she feels a 

“sensation of strength, inspired by mighty emotion” that, as Spinoza suggests, can replace one 

passion with another: 

There was an undefined sense of reconcilement with her brother: what quarrel, 

what harshness, what unbelief in each other can subsist in the presence of a great 

calamity, when all the artificial vesture of our life is gone, and we are all one with 

each other in primitive mortal needs? Maggie felt this;--in the strong resurgent 
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love towards her brother that swept away all the later impressions of hard, cruel 

offence and misunderstanding. (472) 

Maggie’s “resurgent love” sweeps away all her later resentments toward Tom: a cleansing that 

all her good intentions, repentance, and renunciation have not been able to accomplish (472, my 

emphasis).  

 Thus, when she arrives at the Mill, and Tom climbs in the boat, he is dumbfounded that 

she would come and rescue him after he has been so cruel to her; and “the full meaning of what 

had happened rushed upon his mind” (474). It is a “new revelation to his spirit” – an 

“overpowering force” that silences him with a “certain awe and humiliation” (474). Eliot writes 

that he “guessed a story of almost miraculous divinely-protected effort” (474). Although this 

could mean that he thinks of the story of St. Ogg, it may also mean that he thinks of the story of 

Noah’s ark, and his own boast to Bob Jakin. If Maggie is the one with the boat, and God has 

protected her as He protected Noah, maybe she is not one of the fallen after all. Perhaps Tom has 

been mistaken about her character all along. Tom’s utterance, “Magsie!” signals their 

reconciliation, and Maggie responds with a “long deep sob” of “wondrous happiness”  (474). 

Then, to show that all her resentment with Tom is completely gone, Maggie suggests, “We will 

go to Lucy, Tom: we’ll go and see if she is safe” (474). Thus the dream Maggie had while on the 

river with Stephen is realized: she is in the boat, in Lucy’s place, and Tom is rowing her; but 

they will go get Lucy, because Tom loves Lucy, and Maggie is not jealous any more. This ought 

to be the end of the story. Maggie has been vindicated, but she no longer cares: she is forgiven 

by Tom and redeemed, and that is all that matters to her. Why then does Eliot include the rest of 

the story? Why then do they both drown?  

 Contemporary critics were puzzled, especially about Maggie’s drowning. Dinah Mulock 

suggested in her April 1861 review in Macmillan’s Magazine that Eliot had created such a bad 



! ! )*++! L^Z!

situation for Maggie that the only way to extricate her was to “cu[t] the Gordian knot by creating 

a flood on the Floss, which wafts this poor child out of her troubles and difficulties into the other 

world” (Mulock, in Christ 458). Alternatively, Mulock argues, if the death of Maggie and Tom 

was meant to be 

a glorious Euthanasia, showing that when even at the eleventh hour, temptation is 

conquered, error atoned, and love reconciled, the life is complete: its lesson has 

been learnt, its work done; there is nothing more needed but the vade in pacem to 

an immediate heaven . . . then the conception ought to have been worked out so 

plainly that no reader could mistake it. We should not have been left to feel, as we 

do feel, undecided whether this death was a translation or an escape. (462)  

For Mulock, this uncertainty and ambivalence “confuses one’s sense of right and wrong,” and 

make the tendency of the entire book immoral (460). Henry James, in The Atlantic Monthly for 

October 1866, agrees: “the dénouement shocks the reader most painfully. Nothing has prepared 

him for it; the story does not move towards it; it casts no shadow before it . . . was it a tardy 

expedient for Maggie’s difficulties?” (James, in Christ 464-5). Obviously, I argue that Eliot does 

prepare for the flood all through the novel; it is not a mere “expedient” for Maggie’s difficulties 

nor, as Mulock suggests, an “escape” or even a “translation.” Other critics, like F.R. Leavis, 

accuse Eliot of indulging in “self-pity” and “self-idealization” with Maggie, so that the flood is 

merely an opportunity for Maggie to enjoy a “heroic act” that will “vindicate” her; for Leavis, 

“the flooded river has no symbolic or metaphorical value” (Leavis, in Christ 483-88).   

 Critics are also puzzled why Tom drowns. Sir Edward Bulwer-Lytton plaintively 

protests, “we don’t understand why [Tom] should be drowned at all” (GEL 8.262). Carol Christ 

argues that Eliot will not allow her heroines to follow through on their rage, so that “providential 

death” removes the men who oppress them. Gilbert and Gubar follow Christ, agreeing that “the 
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author as the goddess Nemesis acts ‘for’ the heroine” in Eliot’s novels; but they add to her thesis 

by arguing that Eliot’s “violence” is “specifically involved in punishing male characters who 

specifically symbolize patriarchal power” (491). This is true most clearly, they argue, in 

Maggie’s character. Eliot’s “vengeful impulses” are behind Tom’s drowning: but in their reading 

it is Maggie herself who drowns Tom, who “drag[s] him down into the dark deep of her 

‘embrace’ of death” (494). While this is a dramatic reading, I do not think the text supports this 

interpretation, especially when close attention to the text reveals that it is Tom who “clasps” 

Maggie immediately before their boat is struck by the machinery: if anyone drags anyone under, 

Tom drowns Maggie in his embrace (475).248  

 This fact, I think, gives a clue to why Eliot ends the novel with the drowning of both Tom 

and Maggie. After Maggie rescues Tom, Tom takes the oars. Tom, remember, is not a devotee of 

St. Ogg, or of the “Unseen Pity” the Virgin Mary, who rewarded St. Ogg for being merciful by 

“blessing” his boat. Tom is no St. Ogg: he has never been merciful, has never shown pity to 

Maggie; therefore the blessing of St. Ogg—and its protection against drowning—does not extend 

to them when Tom is at the oars. In fact, Tom’s divinity is Jehovah, the God of the ark who 

drowns the wicked in the flood. From the beginning of the novel, Eliot has indicated that Tom 

and Maggie are both symbolically the results of the miscegenation that brought the flood. While 

Tom has worked hard to show he is one of the elect, Jehovah has a prejudice against him as a 

descendant of Cain, and will not accept Tom no matter what he does. No matter how much Tom 

believes he is like Noah, he is destined to drown, just like Maggie.  

 While it can be argued that the ending is Eliot’s fantasy of reconciliation with—or even a 

symbolic revenge against—her brother Isaac, it is also a critique of the ideological basis of blame 

and shame, and a demonstration that Victorian morality was more pagan than Christian. Jesus 

often warned, “For with what judgment ye judge, ye shall be judged: and with what measure ye 
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mete, it shall be measured to you again” (Matthew 7.2). This is especially ironic given Tom’s 

belief in his own goodness and righteousness. The irony of this, of course, is what Eliot intended. 

As Feuerbach stated, the kind of god a person worships is only a reflection or a projection of that 

person’s own character. Therefore, Tom drowns because his god is as arbitrary and unmerciful as 

he is. The irony is that Tom drags Maggie down to death, but because she never wanted to be 

separate from him, she is happy to drown in his embrace. Her drowning may also ironically 

prove her innocence, if she is the witch in the water.249 Because Maggie was not able to envision 

doing anything to separate herself from Tom, the ending is over-determined: unconscious shame 

and ideological shame meet in the flood at the end of the novel, and Eliot demonstrates that they 

are one and the same.250   

 Having effectively demonstrated that blame leads only to shame, repression, resentment, 

denial, and more blame, Eliot’s ultimate argument in The Mill on the Floss is that the fellowship 

one chooses is, in a real sense, a choice of life or death. Because Maggie was not willing or able 

to break fellowship with Tom, she was unable to escape from the double bind of shame that he 

imposed upon her through his Old Testament ideology. I use the word “fellowship” here because 

it represents a freely chosen bond, as opposed to the terms “claim” or “tie,” which can have the 

aspect of an involuntary association. As Maggie knew, the “ties that all our former life has made 

for us” can be severed only with great pain, and with moral danger (Mill 454). As Eliot writes in 

her journal about tragedy, these ties are “hereditary conditions in the largest sense . . . what we 

call duty is entirely made up of such conditions” (Lovesey 538).   

 Therefore, while the language of “ties” and “claims” continues to be found in Eliot’s 

novels, the word “fellowship” appears more and more in Eliot’s work, beginning with Silas 

Marner. “Fellowship,” a New Testament word, is also a word also appears several times in The 

Essence of Christianity. The most important for my purpose here is in the section where 
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Feuerbach describes the “malignant principle” in faith: “faith has fellowship with believers only: 

unbelievers it rejects” (207, my emphasis). Feuerbach quotes 2 Corinthians 6.14 (KJV) to prove 

his point: “Be ye not unequally yoked together with unbelievers: for what fellowship hath 

righteousness with unrighteousness? And what communion hath light with darkness?” (my 

emphasis).  

 Here we see that fellowship is a chosen bond with others, the metaphor of being “yoked 

together” meaning oxen pulling in the same harness.251 For example,  in “Amos Barton,” after 

Milly’s death Mr. Cleves and the other “clerical brethren” restore their bond with Amos by 

collecting forty pounds and sending to it him “with the kindest and most delicate words of 

Christian fellowship and manly friendship” (SC 111).  It becomes an increasingly important 

trope, culminating in Daniel Deronda: Daniel’s moral task is to find that “selectness of 

fellowship which [is] the conditions of moral force,” “choosing, with that partiality which is 

man's best strength, the closer fellowship that makes sympathy practical” (DD 308, 638, my 

emphasis). Eliot thus implies (following Spinoza) that in order to have real moral choice, real 

freedom, one must bring repressed shame and its resulting unconscious commitments to light, 

and thus be free to choose a new set of commitments, along with a new fellowship.  

 In the next chapter, I will discuss Eliot’s transition from novels in which the protagonists 

are in the thrall of unconscious passions (in Spinozan terms), to novels in which the protagonists 

are more or less free to make rational (that is, moral) choices. Silas Marner is in this sense a 

transitional piece: one could think of the history of Silas as a history of what might have 

happened to Maggie Tulliver had the flood not come, and had she been compelled to leave St. 

Oggs as a “lonely wanderer” to begin anew, among “fresh faces that would look at her 

wonderingly, because the days did not seem joyful to her” (Mill 509). In like manner expelled 

against his will from the “close fellowship” that falsely blames him, Silas Marner is mired in 
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shame; but he eventually learns to accept the “fellowship” of those in his new home who offer 

sympathy (SM 8, 1). Silas benefits by finding love with someone (Eppie) who was abandoned by 

those who had a legal claim and a duty to her. He finds love enough to eventually “trusten” that 

some fellowship is good and some claims are valid (SM 173). He also learns it is love that makes 

a claim valid: not blood, or law, or blame, or shame, or duty. But, where Silas is involuntarily 

thrust out of his community, in the rest of Eliot’s novels the protagonists are making choices 

about what ties to sever and what fellowship to accept.  In each of Eliot’s subsequent fictions, the 

task of the protagonists is to discern “where the sacredness of obedience ended, and where the 

sacredness of rebellion began;” to learn that most difficult of all lessons, “when the soul must 

dare to act on its own warrant” despite the blame of others (Romola 474).  
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Chapter Five 

Silas Marner and the Vindication of God 

 According to many critics, Silas Marner is the first of Eliot’s narratives with a “double 

plot” (Newton 84). For example, Newton argues that, while “it is possible to read the fiction” 

before Silas Marner “without needing to concern oneself particularly with other layers of 

meaning”—a position with which I obviously disagree—a “significant change takes place with 

Silas Marner” (Newton 84). Newton explains the double plot in terms of the distinction between 

story and discourse, “derived from Russian formalism and developed by structuralist narratology 

in which ‘story’ represents the basic material of the novel that can be narrated in an unlimited 

number of ways, and ‘discourse’, a particular shaping, structuring and expression of that material 

. . . [that] can be used by the novelist to incorporate the additional levels of signification” 

(Newton 85). Newton posits several candidates for the level of discourse in Silas Marner, 

including Darwinism, a critique of the “Victorian values” of the Industrial Revolution, the 

“punning and metaphoric play” surrounding the trope of weaving, and the medical discourse 

surrounding catalepsy (128).  

 While I agree with Newton that there is a distinction between discourse and story in Silas 

Marner, she makes her point by beginning her analysis with Daniel Deronda as the ultimate 

case, and then argues backward to Silas Marner. I will follow the same process to argue that 

there is confusion about what the “double plot” really is. If in Daniel Deronda, the double plot 

refers to the “Jewish part” and the “English part,” then Gwendolen’s plot is supposed to inhabit 

the realist half of the narrative (the story), while Mordecai’s plot is the mythic part of the 

narrative, the discourse of Jewish mysticism.252 However, I would argue that the Gwendolen and 

Mordecai plots are both part of the same level, that of discourse that attempts to co-opt for its 

own purposes the meaning (and the future) of the Jews, and thus of Daniel as a Jew. Daniel must 
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decide which version of himself he identifies with, which fellowship he embraces.    

 Similarly, Silas inhabits the two apparently separate discursive spaces of Lantern Yard 

and Raveloe. While Lantern Yard and Raveloe appear to offer two different perspectives on who 

Silas is, it turns out that both belong to the same discourse of God’s prophetic plan, that attempts 

to co-opt the story of Israel for its own purposes: that of vindicating God, who “in all things 

seeks only himself, his own honour, his own ends” (Feuerbach 23). On the level of story is 

Silas’s psychological journey, his “inward life” that “had been a history and a metamorphosis” 

(SM 7). Like Eliot’s previous novels, this level of story is psychological, based upon 

Spinozan/Feuerbachan principles, and deals with Silas’s affective life, his shame and his 

vindication. By these examples, my argument becomes clear that Eliot is writing a dual plot in 

all of her fiction: the level of discourse contains a master narrative about who the protagonist is 

and what their duty or purpose in life is; the level of story consists of the Spinozan psychological 

struggle of the protagonist to resist that master narrative, or at least to operate within it in such a 

way so as to have moral freedom and agency. Sometimes Eliot’s ideological critique is revealed 

in the way the plot deviates from the discourse that shapes it; and always the psychological truths 

of necessary consequences are revealed in the story.  

 As I have argued in my previous chapters, George Eliot has chosen a particular discursive 

or mythological framework for her novels, Bede’s Six Ages of the World, that situates each 

novel in an overarching religious narrative of God’s providence in history, and his prophetic plan 

for the future that culminates in the end of Time. Bede’s view of ecclesiastical history is 

especially eschatological, and the effect of this eschatological lens in interpreting the meaning of 

history becomes especially evident when it is used as a framework for a particular history, in this 

case the history of Silas Marner. As Feuerbach noted, the Judeo-Christian God is “the God who 

will not let his servants come to shame” (Essence 95). This implies a purpose and a teleology to 
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history that mainly revolves around shame and vindication from shame. The question for 

Feuerbach—and Eliot, as we will see—is who is being vindicated, and why?  

 

Silas Marner: “Another English Story” 

 After writing The Mill on the Floss, George Eliot and George Lewes travelled to Italy. 

While they were there, G.H. Lewes suggested that Savonarola would make a good topic for 

Eliot’s next novel. Eliot agreed and began her research for Romola. After their return to England, 

on 28 August 1860 she wrote to John Blackwood of her plans:   

I think I must tell you the secret, though I am distrusting my power to make it 

grow into a published fact. When we were in Florence I was rather fired with the 

idea of writing a historical romance -- scene, Florence -- period, the close of the 

fifteenth century, which was marked by Savonarola's career and martyrdom. Mr. 

Lewes has encouraged me to persevere in the project, saying that I should 

probably do something in historical romance rather different in character from 

what has been done before. But I want first to write another English story . . . . 

But just now I am quite without confidence in my future doings, and almost 

repent of having formed conceptions which will go on lashing me now until I have 

at least tried to fulfil them. (GEL 3.339, my emphasis) 

This letter indicates that Eliot was planning to write “an English story” before she wrote Romola; 

however, Terence Cave points out that it “must still have been an unformed possibility” at the 

time she wrote the above letter, given what she wrote in other letters and in her journal about the 

genesis of her idea for Silas Marner (Cave xxiv).253  It makes sense from the standpoint of 

Bede’s mythological framework—The Six Ages of the World—that Eliot needed to write 

“another English story” in between The Mill on the Floss and Romola. A historical novel set in 
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Renaissance Italy featuring Savonarola as a prophet and martyr, Romola would belong to Bede’s 

Sixth Age of the world. In order to make the mythological framework make sense, Eliot needed 

to write a book that would cover the intervening ages, from Noah through to the advent of Christ. 

Moreover, she needed to fulfill it by writing another English novel, since the idea of using 

Bede’s framework was to utilize the religious forms particular to English culture.254 The letter 

above suggests that Eliot was both excited by, and simultaneously regretted, having “formed 

conceptions which will go on lashing me now until I have at least tried to fulfil them.” However, 

she did not write Silas Marner merely to fill a gap in Bede’s framework. Eliot was interested in 

explaining, not just the pernicious effects of the dogma of election when viewed as a shame 

narrative, as she explored in The Mill on the Floss, but also the moral confusion it causes even 

when it is viewed as a redemption narrative.    

 As in the previous chapters of this dissertation, a little knowledge of the biblical 

mythological narrative is necessary to understand Eliot’s references. The Old Testament 

narrative after the flood is the story of the rise of the nation of Israel, followed by its judgment, 

decline, and destruction, and then by an exile of seventy years in Babylon, after which a remnant 

was allowed to return to Israel to rebuild Jerusalem and the Temple, and re-establish the Temple 

worship.255 Israel’s rise, which corresponds to Bede’s Ages Two and Three, describes the 

development of Israel’s identity as a nation, from the establishment of its law and priesthood, to 

the conquest of Canaan and the establishment of a monarchy, through the heights of its glory in 

the time of King David, and the early days of his son King Solomon. Its decline, which 

corresponds to Bede’s Fourth Age, describes the fall the nation of Israel into idolatry, its 

internecine wars, its declining military power, and the eventual destruction of Jerusalem and the 

Temple by the Babylonians, and the removal of its people to Babylon during the Exile. Israel’s 

restoration, corresponding to Bede’s Fifth Age, describes the repatriation of the remnant of 
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Israel, the rebuilding of Jerusalem and the Temple, and the promise of the coming Messiah that 

culminates in Christ.256 The Sixth age is the church age, which for Bede begins with the advent 

of Christ (some other commentators use Christ’s resurrection, or the coming of the Holy Spirit 

on Pentecost, as the beginning of the Sixth Age).  

 As usual, the smallest details are important to Eliot in how she makes her argument; she 

is even very careful to make the chronology of what I will call “novel time” correspond to the 

timeline that Bede constructed for his framework. The endpoints of this chronology are indicated 

in the text of Silas Marner. In Lantern Yard, Silas and William were called “David and 

Jonathan” because their close friendship resembled that of the Biblical King David and Jonathon 

(see I Samuel). Silas was about twenty-four when he is exiled from Lantern Yard: twenty-four 

“generations” before David is Noah, according to the Biblical chronology. Silas then spends 15 

years in Raveloe mainly alone; then his gold is stolen, and then Eppie comes; then he spends 

fifteen years raising Eppie; then the rest of the novel occurs, including the restoration of Silas’s 

gold, and his vindication is complete in front of Godfrey and Raveloe. In the arc of the Biblical 

narrative, the fifteen generations from David to the exile in Babylon are ones in which Israel 

builds the Temple, accumulates much gold and treasure, and loses sight of their spiritual 

relationship with God. When the exile to Babylon occurs, the Temple is destroyed by the king of 

Bablyon, Nebudchanezer II, and the treasure in the temple is carted off to Babylon. During the 

period between the exile in Babylon and the coming of Christ, the remnant of the Israelites 

returns to Jerusalem, the Temple is rebuilt, the treasure is restored to the Temple, and God 

promises vindication in the eyes of the Gentiles by the coming of the Christ.  

 If I make a “nice miniature chart” that shows the periods, it looks like this (I don’t think 

anyone else has “preoccupied my ground;” but if you know of one, let me know):257 
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Table 2.0  George Eliot’s Novels and Bede’s Chronology 

World 
Age  

End-
points 

# 
gens 
 

“Novel time” 
in years 

Bede’s  
Ages of 
Man258 

Events Israel/church 

1st Age Adam-
Noah 
(Flood) 

10 Adam Bede 1-
9 
Mill on the 
Floss 1-10 

 infantia   
Infancy  

Cain kills Abel 
“Sons of God” breed with 
“Daughters of Men” 
Flood 

2nd Age Noah-
Abraham 

10 Silas Marner 
Age 1-10 
Lantern Yard 

pueritia 
Childhood 

Saved from Flood 
Chosen to follow God 
 

3rd Age Abraham-
David 

14 Silas Marner 
Age 11-24 
Lantern Yard 
 

adolescentia 
 
Adolescence 

Grows to maturity, favor with 
God; but then David sins with 
Bathsheba, and judgment 
follows.   
 

4th Age David-
Captivity  

14 Silas Marner 
 Age 25-39  
Raveloe but 
alone 

juventus 
 
Young man 

Accumulates great wealth, but 
declining spiritual fortunes; 
ends with temple being robbed 
of gold utensils and treasure 
stolen;  
  

5th Age Captivity-
Christ 

14 Silas Marner 
Age 40-54  
Raveloe with 
Eppie 

gravitas 
Mature man 

Eppie comes instead of gold; 
she is 2; at the end of the 5th 
age, she would be 16.  

6th Age Church- 
judgment 

??? Part II of Silas 
Marner, when 
Eppie is about 
to married to 
Aaron 
------ 
Romola 
Felix Holt 
Middlemarch 
Daniel 
Deronda 

senectus or  
decrepita  
old age or 
decrepitude 

But Eppie is 18, which 
suggests the beginning of the 
6th Age – the church age. 
Vindication! Eppie married to 
Aaron (priest) restoration. 
Christ. 
---------- 
Signs  
Heresies 
AntiChrist, etc.  
Conversion and restoration of 
the Jews 

 

 If you do the math (in Bede-like fashion), each generation mentioned in the Ages of the 

World corresponds to a year of what I call “novel time” – a year occurring in the world of the 

novel. Note that Ages One and Two are each ten generations (i.e. years) long [the genealogy is 
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detailed in I Chronicles chapter1].  Adam Bede and The Mill on the Floss, which I discussed in 

chapters three and four of this dissertation, each use the First Age as their mythological 

framework, and both cover about ten years of “novel time.” (See chapters three and four for a 

discussion of the meaning of their chronologies). The Second Age through the Fifth Age covers 

Silas Marner’s lifetime from birth to age fifty-four, and Eliot lines up the mythological 

framework and the periods of Silas’s life with the “novel time” that passes. The action of the 

book is laid out into fifteen-year increments which suggest the genealogy listed in Matthew 

chapter 1, which traces the genealogy of the Christ back to Abraham in groups of fifteen 

generations (each person mentioned is the fifteenth, after the fourteen mentioned in the verse): 

“So all the generations from Abraham to David are fourteen; and from David until the carrying 

away into Babylon fourteen generations; and from the carrying away into Babylon unto Christ 

are fourteen generations” (Matthew 1.17).259  

 This sets up a chronology of Silas’s life that parallels the Biblical history of Israel, from 

Noah through Abraham, through David, through the exile, and the coming of the Christ, each 

year of Silas’s life representing one “generation.” He is age twenty-four when he leaves Lantern 

Yard, and then about thirty-nine when his gold is stolen fifteen years later, as Mr. Macey 

establishes when he visits Silas in the aftermath of the theft: “You’re a young man, eh, for all 

you look so mushed. Why, you couldn’t ha’ been five-and-twenty when you came into these 

parts, eh?” (SM 77). At the beginning of Part II of Silas Marner, Eppie is “a blond dimpled girl 

of eighteen” (SM 133). Godfrey Cass is now a “tall blond man of forty” who is “not much 

changed from the Godfrey Cass of six-and-twenty” (SM 132). Moreover, Eliot in these 

descriptions makes mention of another one of Bede’s frameworks, the Ages of Man, that he 

often discussed alongside of the Ages of the World. The fifth column in the table above shows 

those ages (in their Latin names with an English translation). At thirty-nine, Silas still qualifies 
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as a “young man,” but at fifty-five he would just be moving into old age or decrepitude: “one 

sees signs of a frame much enfeebled by the lapse of sixteen years. The weaver’s bent shoulders 

and white hair give him almost the look of advanced age, though he is not more than five-and 

fifty” (SM 133 my emphasis).  

 So, if by this evidence, Eliot deliberately planned an “English Novel” to cover the rest of 

Bede’s framework, and wrote the details of Silas Marner to make it fit that framework, what is at 

stake here? Was it just her compulsion to plot and categorize? Eliot admitted to having some 

“Casaubon-like tints” in her own personality (GEL 5.322). Although attention to these details is 

tedious unless one is of a certain temperament (like Eliot, and like me, and like many Victorians 

evidently), Eliot used details like these to add nuance to her criticism of the ideology contained 

therein.260 For one thing, her constructed timeline suggests a criticism of the constructed nature 

of the genealogies of the Bible, that von Bohler and others argue was a common practice in 

ancient cultures.261 This is only a part, however, of Eliot’s larger criticism of Judeo-Christian 

religion itself as a constructed narrative with one end: the vindication of God’s plan in history.262 

 As usual, Eliot suggests the mythological framework by the names she chooses. Silas’s 

last name Marner comes from the word “mariner,” a sailor. U.C. Knoepflamacher notes that 

Silas’s given name “stems from that of the pagan deity Sylvanus, the protector of landed 

‘husbandmen and their crops’” (233). The two names together suggest Noah, who rode the ark 

through the flood, and planted a vineyard afterward (symbolizing the beginning of cultivation). 

The other endpoint of the mythological framework undergirding the novel is indicated by 

Eppie’s name: Eppie is short for Hephzibah, the name of Silas’s mother and little sister (SM 

122). As Silas remarks, it is “a Bible name,” a reference to the prophetic book Isaiah (SM 122). 

In Isaiah chapter 62, God promises that He will no longer be silent, but will vindicate Zion and 

restore Jerusalem and the Temple after the exile: 
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For Zion’s sake I will not keep silent, 

    for Jerusalem’s sake I will not remain quiet, 

till her vindication shines out like the dawn, 

    her salvation like a blazing torch. 

2 The nations will see your vindication, 

    and all kings your glory; 

you will be called by a new name 

    that the mouth of the LORD will bestow, 

  . . . .  

4 No longer will they call you Deserted, 

    or name your land Desolate. 

But you will be called Hephzibah [Delightful] 

    and your land Beulah [Married]; 

for the LORD will take delight in you, 

    and your land will be married. 

5 As a young man marries a young woman, 

    so will your Builder marry you; 

as a bridegroom rejoices over his bride, 

    so will your God rejoice over you. (Isaiah 62.1-5) 

 Notice that the passage suggests that God will vindicate, not himself, but “Zion” or 

“Jerusalem” (i.e. his chosen people Israel), in the sight of “the nations” and “all kings” (Is. 62:1-

2). This passage forecasts Eppie’s part in Silas’s plot. When Silas came to Raveloe, he was 

“Desolate,” having been “Deserted” by both God and man. Just as Eppie (Hepzibah) brings Silas 

love, she also signals to Silas, “The Lord will take delight in you.” She also represents Silas’s 
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vindication and restoration. Just as the Temple was rebuilt and the Aaronic priesthood restored 

(Aaron is the name of the first high priest, Moses’s brother, and represents the priestly caste that 

serve in the Temple), so Eppie marries Aaron Winthrop, and the two of them vow to care for and 

bless Silas as long as he lives.263 Notice too, that the prophecy mentions that God will no longer 

“keep silent” or “remain quiet” about Israel’s “vindication.” A major part of Silas’s grief was 

that God did not speak up through the drawing of lots to vindicate him from the false charges 

that resulted in his excommunication from Lantern Yard; it was this grief and anger that caused 

him to blaspheme—that is, blame God. Yet, Silas will never know if he was ever vindicated in 

the sight of his brethren in Lantern Yard. So who is being vindicated, and of what?   

 It is important to note the biblical narrative argues that God predicted Israel’s fall and 

subsequent vindication from the very first establishment of Israel after Moses brought them out 

of Egypt, at the time they are ready to cross over the Jordan River and start conquering the land 

of Canaan that God had promised them. (At this point, they have already conquered Og King of 

Bashan and Sihon King of the Ammorites and taken their land, the victory that Joshua Rann 

sings about at the beginning of Adam Bede). This prophecy, recorded in the book of 

Deuteronomy chapter four, declares that the people, after a long tenure in the land, “shall corrupt 

yourselves” with idolatry. Moses predicts: 

I call heaven and earth to witness against you this day, that ye shall soon utterly 

perish from off the land…. [you] shall be utterly destroyed. And the Lord shall 

scatter you among the nations . . . . But if from thence thou shalt seek the Lord 

they God, thou shalt find him (For the Lord thy God is a merciful God;) he will 

neither forsake thee, nor destroy thee, nor forget the covenant of thy fathers. 

(Deut. 4:26-31) 
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Eliot was well aware of the biblical higher criticism that argued that these prophecies were 

written well after they occurred, and thus in the surety of hindsight; what she is interested in, 

though, is how the narrative presents itself as prophecy, and what moral effect that has upon the 

society that embraces this narrative as a type.264   

 Feuerbach described the ancient Hebrew religion as “egoism in the form of religion. 

Egoism is the God who will not let his servants come to shame” (95). However, it is hard to 

argue that God would not let his servants come to shame, when the Babylonians conquered and 

destroyed Jerusalem, gutted the Temple, and took God’s people into captivity.265 The prophetic 

arc of the Old Testament attempts to solve this problem, by arguing that God in his Providence 

uses judgment as part of his plans: although the chosen people of God can experience 

catastrophic judgment, they are not rejected by God. However, this narrative is complicated by 

notions of God’s glory, which causes this narrative solution to work in two directions. For Israel 

and the nations surrounding them, God protects his glory (i.e., his reputation) by expelling the 

nation of Israel from the land, because they were unfaithful to him (the shame narrative). 

However, once the Israelites are in exile in Babylon, to the Babylonians it appears that God is 

not able or willing to protect his people and keep his promises. “The covenant had been 

interrupted by sin, but for his great name’s sake Jehovah would not allow it to be entirely broken 

off; for if he should, other nations might reasonably doubt his divinity and power” (Mackay 

2.228). So in order to protect his reputation, God must then judge the Babylonians and restore 

Israel to the land, in order to vindicate his name (the restoration narrative). It seems then, that the 

overriding concern is God’s glory; and it is this double-edged narrative that explains Silas 

Marner’s experience, both in Lantern Yard, and then in Raveloe.266    

  The Hebrew  “faith in final compensation . . . in which retribution, though postponed for 

a time, is in the long run inevitable,” was an article of “faith absolute and unquestioning” for the 
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believer, since—as in the case of Silas—there were many unexplained cases of “the present 

suffering of the good and undeserved prosperity of the wicked” that otherwise could not be 

explained (Mackay 2.243). This retribution usually involved “the reversal or contrast of the 

antecedent condition” (246). Silas’s life follows this trajectory: after his unexplainable 

experience in Lantern Yard, and then the loss of his gold, Eppie’s coming is the beginning of 

retribution for Godfrey and compensation for Silas.  

 

Lantern Yard: The Symbolism of Silas’s Catalepsy  

 By far the most critically controversial aspect of Silas Marner is Silas’s catalepsy and its 

effect on the moral of the story. The two major life-changing events in Silas’s story, one in 

Lantern Yard, and one in Raveloe, occur during one of Silas’s cataleptic fits. In Lantern Yard, 

Silas’s catalepsy allows William Dane to steal the Deacon’s money and frame Silas for the 

crime. In Raveloe, Silas’s catalepsy arrests Silas with his door open at just the time that Eppie 

needs shelter from the snow and cold. The crux of the controversy can be summed up in a phrase 

from the scene in which Eppie toddles across his threshold while Silas stands frozen with the 

door open, “powerless to resist either the good or the evil that might enter there” (SM 108).  

Silas’s powerlessness in the major events that form his life has the effect of making Silas’s plot 

dependent upon a literal deus ex machina, Providence, instead of emphasizing “the orderly 

sequence by which the seed brings forth a crop after its own kind” (SM 72).  If “the action of 

Silas Marner is best seen as one of demythologizing: of divesting men, their actions, and 

institutions of mythological or legendary attributes in an attempt to appraise them more 

accurately,” how is it that Silas is standing in a cataleptic fit with his door open at just the time 

that Molly and Eppie are outside in the snow? (Weisenfarth 180).267 The coincidence is too much 

to credit. 
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 Nor should we. Silas Marner, like Eliot’s previous fictions, is structured by the biblical 

mythology that revolves around the concept of Providence, that removes the agency of the 

individual, and substitutes God’s inscrutable yet irresistible will. Eliot contrasts two ways of 

interpreting the events that occur in Lantern Yard: through the reading of signs in which God’s 

otherwise inscrutable will is revealed, or through a Spinozan understanding of the natural 

psychological laws that govern the motivation of men in their relationships with one another. 

The first way, the reading of signs, Eliot shows to be arbitrary and opposed even to common 

sense: it is a technology of power that William Dane exploits in order to allow Silas to be falsely 

accused, defamed and rejected.  

 When Silas’s first cataleptic fit occurred during a prayer meeting when he was a young 

man, it immediately needed to be interpreted within the hermeneutic framework of Lantern Yard, 

which was based upon the doctrine of election. Silas was well regarded as a “young man of 

exemplary life and ardent faith,” so it did not surprise the church that Silas should thus be 

“singled out for special dealings”: most members of Lantern Yard were initially disposed to 

regard Silas’s fits with “sympathy,” as a “peculiar discipline” resulting in “an accession of light 

and favour” (SM 8). However, because Silas’s fits exhibit “a mysterious rigidity and suspension 

of consciousness,” Silas himself is unable to account for their “spiritual significance” (8). The 

absence of any interpreting dreams or visions on Silas’s part makes the meaning of his catalepsy 

equivocal, just as his lack of assurance of salvation makes his spiritual state equivocal; William 

Dane’s “unshaken assurance” contrasts strongly with Silas’s state (9). William Dane relates a 

dream in which “he saw the words ‘calling and election sure’ standing by themselves on a white 

page in the open Bible,” and interprets it as a sign of God’s favor and choosing.  In contrast, 

Silas’s “self-doubting natur[e]” is manifested by his being unable to obtain the “Assurance of 

salvation”…he “confessed” at “never arriv[ing] at anything higher than hope mingled with fear” 
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(9).  The word “confessed” suggests that Silas’s lack of assurance was considered a sin, despite 

the paradox that assurance was a gift from God and could not be conjured on one’s own.268  This 

conundrum is an example of the double-bind of the doctrine of election, in which one is 

condemned for lacking something that one has no control over receiving.  

 In fact, Silas’s catalepsy symbolizes his spiritual and ontological state under the doctrine 

of election: his frozen body symbolizes his inability to earn his salvation through any action, and 

his suspended consciousness represents his inability to experience a subjective sense of God’s 

presence and favor. His catalepsy signifies, then, exactly nothing but the status quo, but it is the 

perfect vehicle upon which William Dane can cast aspersions as to Silas’s character, plant doubt 

in the minds of the congregation, and stigmatize Silas as a tool of Satan. This is the function of 

the doctrine of election, as Feuerbach argued: to establish hegemony, to define “the legitimate, 

normal man, man as he ought to be, man as recognized by God” (209).  

 Thus, William Dane was the only one who “observed that, to him, the trance looked more 

like a visitation of Satan than a proof of divine favour” (9). Dane’s reaction is a reflection of his 

character: his arrogance and judgmental spirit are reflected in his tendency to “hold himself wiser 

than his teachers,” and to be “somewhat given to over-severity towards weaker brethren” (8, 9). 

His face displays a furtive self-regard in the “self-complacent expression of inward triumph that 

lurked in the narrow slanted eyes and compressed lips” (9). Eliot also gives us signs that Dane 

covets Silas’s fiancée, Sarah, and that he is working to alienate her from Silas. We must read 

between the lines to come to this conclusion, a process that depends upon our being able to 

interpret the psychological motives underlying William Dane’s actions.  However, the 

“unsuspecting Silas” does not see those signs; his purity of heart is reflected in his face, an 

“expression of trusting simplicity” that is “heightened by that absence of special observation, that 

defenceless, deer-like gaze which belongs to prominent eyes” (9). By emphasizing these signs of 
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character, Eliot suggests that the church at Lantern Yard would have been better off reading what 

was before their eyes in the physiognomy and behavior of Silas Marner and William Dane, rather 

than looking for spiritual significance in Silas’s fits and William’s dreams.   

 However, due to the faulty hermeneutic practice in Lantern Yard, Silas is falsely blamed 

for the theft of some church money. The event is narrated from Silas’s point of view, so that the 

reader—like Silas—has no clue what is coming. We experience Silas’s catalepsy the way he 

does: as a puzzling gap in the narrative flow of his consciousness. At one moment, the deacon is 

alive, but ailing; in the next, the deacon is dead, it is dawn, and William Dane had apparently not 

come to take his shift at the bedside. The narrative about the missing money is filled in for us, as 

it is for Silas, after the fact, during the meeting at the chapel. We are forced to read the signs 

along with Silas and the church members: the pocket knife in the drawer, the missing church 

money, and the time that Silas spent (ostensibly) alone with the deacon’s dead body: all these 

seem to indicate Silas’s guilt. Silas protests his innocence, but a search of Silas’s quarters reveals 

the empty moneybag hidden behind Silas’s own chest of drawers. On the basis of this evidence, 

Silas is “exhorted not to hide his sin, but to confess and repent,” both by the minister, and a few 

minutes later by William Dane (10). Silas claims to have no knowledge of how his pocketknife 

got into the deacon’s bedside table, nor how the empty moneybag got behind his own chest of 

drawers. Silas’s known character, however, is not enough to protect him from suspicion, nor are 

his protestations of innocence: nor even the known fact of his catalepsy, which could have left 

him open to exactly this sort of false accusation by an unscrupulous person.  

 However, because of the signs George Eliot provided earlier about William Dane’s 

character and motivations—signs we have been able to read correctly, even though they have 

been overlooked by Silas and the other members of Lantern Yard—we are able to piece together 

what happened long before Silas does. It is not until Silas recalls that he last used his knife to cut 
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a strap for William, and that he does not remember putting it back into his pocket, that he begins 

to suspect the shocking truth that William Dane has “woven a plot” against him (SM 12). Despite 

being ‘sore stricken’ at the false accusation, Silas’s purity of heart and charity shines through this 

section of the narrative (12). His “inward shock” when remembering that William Dane had 

borrowed his knife—thus realizing that William had perhaps set him up—does not overcome 

Silas’s hesitance to believe or speak evil of his friend (11).  He chooses his words to William 

carefully to avoid making a false accusation: ‘I remember now—the knife wasn’t in my pocket’ 

(11). This indirection gives William a chance to explain himself, but Silas will not make an open 

accusation, and when others want him to explain his remark, he insists that he can say nothing.  

 Silas maintains his faith in God although his “faith in man had been cruelly bruised” (9). 

‘God will clear me,’ he avers three times; in fact, ‘God will clear me’ is the first direct speech 

recorded of Silas, eleven pages into the story (11). All of the narrative up until that point is about 

Silas, and is to that extent hearsay; now, for the first time, we hear his voice, and he is declaring 

his faith in his own innocence and in God’s justice. Even if Silas is not among the elect, he 

expects that God will intervene on his behalf, because he is a God of justice. Because of his 

confidence in “his own innocence being certified by immediate divine interference,” Silas is 

blindsided when the unthinkable occurs.269 “The lots declared that Silas Marner was guilty” (12, 

emphasis original).270  

 This is a very controversial, but revealing, moment in the text. Silas’s reaction is not to 

disbelieve in God, nor “to question the validity of an appeal to the divine judgment by drawing 

lots”: Silas in his “simple, untaught state of mind” has never been “accustomed to reason about 

the forms” of his faith (12-3). Since “there’s drawing o’ lots in the Bible,” Lantern Yard regards 

it as a valid procedure (139). Thus, Silas’s blasphemous conclusion—that God is a liar—is the 

logical conclusion to come to, given his premises. Ironically, there is an episode in I Samuel 
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14—during the Third Age that structures the Lantern Yard part of the plot—in which the 

drawing of lots is used to determine the guilt of a person. Eliot surely knew the story (it may 

have inspired the scene with the drawing of lots in Silas Marner), and it is worth telling in some 

detail for the ironic commentary it provides about Lantern Yard and their hermeneutic practices.   

 In I Samuel 14, it says that David’s friend Jonathan had gone to battle against the 

Philistines, and God favored him, so that the Philistines began to flee. Jonathan’s father, King 

Saul (whom David will one day supplant), then joined the pursuit of the fleeing Philistine army 

with his men, and foolishly vowed, ‘Cursed be the man that eateth any food until evening, that I 

may be avenged on mine enemies’ (vs. 24). As the battle continued, Saul’s warriors felt faint 

from hunger, but they “feared the oath,” so “none of the people tasted any food” (vs. 26, 24). By 

evening, the men were “very faint,” and so famished that they could not wait to ritually prepare 

their food, but killed some oxen and sheep and began to eat the meat raw, “with the blood” (vs. 

31-2).271 Saul called for all the people to bring their meat to him to be ritually prepared, and then 

they ate. After they ate, Saul wanted to pursue the Philistine army again, all night, until they 

were all dead. He inquired of the Lord through the priest whether they should do so, but the Lord 

“answered him not” (vs. 37). Saul decided that the reason God did not answer him is that 

someone broke the vow during the battle (never mind the fact that his foolish vow tempted his 

men to sin, and led them to break the ritual law through their desperate hunger). He implored the 

Lord to ‘Give a perfect lot,’ and then the lots were drawn, until at last only his son Jonathan was 

left, indicating his guilt (vs. 41). Jonathan then admitted that he had broken the vow, accidently 

(the narrative explains that he had not heard Saul’s vow, so he ate some honey during the battle). 

As a result, Saul was going to kill Jonathan in fulfillment of the vow; but: 

The people said unto Saul, ‘Shall Jonathan die, who hath wrought this great 

salvation in Israel? God forbid: as the Lord liveth, there shall not one hair of his 
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head fall to the ground; for he hath wrought with God this day.’ So the people 

rescued Jonathan, that he died not.  (I Samuel 14:45)  

This biblical narrative forms an ironic commentary upon the practice in Lantern Yard. There is 

indeed “drawing o’ lots in the Bible”: but even in the Bible, the lots can be “perfect” and still not 

do justice. 

The difference between the people of Israel and the people of Lantern Yard was that the 

people of Israel were not so mentally bound by dogma that they lacked the reasoning ability to 

see that justice was not being done, and intervened to stop Saul, despite the outcome of the 

lots.272  But no one intervenes on behalf of Silas, and he reacts in a manner similar to Cain after 

his sacrifice was rejected by God: after his first stunned disbelief, Silas murders his brother—

symbolically that is—by blaspheming (that is, blaming) William Dane and God.273  Silas not 

only accuses William Dane of stealing the money and of having ‘woven a plot to lay the sin at 

my door,’ he also accuses God of lying. ‘But you may prosper for all that,” Silas cries; ‘There is 

no just God that governs the earth righteously, but a God of lies, that bears witness against the 

innocent’ (12). By his blasphemy, Silas has proved his guilt. The “general shudder at this 

blasphemy” is followed by William Dane’s passive-aggressive statement, ‘I leave it to our 

brethren to judge whether this is the voice of Satan or not’ (12).  

 That is the question. Yet, the narrative had shown over and over again Silas’s faith in the 

goodness of God, and Silas’s unwillingness to judge others harshly, to tell a lie, or to cast blame. 

Silas’s blasphemy, even more than Cain’s, is the result of God’s apparent rejection, not the 

cause. For such a one as Silas to blaspheme, he must have been goaded by some gross injustice: 

in that sense, Silas’s blasphemy could be considered a testimony to his innocence rather than his 

guilt. However, this is just one more piece of evidence of the pernicious effect that wrong beliefs 

about shame can have: the voice of shame can be the mark of innocence, not guilt.   
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The Fourth Age: Silas’s First Fifteen Years in Raveloe 

 The Fourth Age of the World extended from David until the Exile. While the Kingdom of 

Israel appeared to be at the height of its glory, God had already passed judgment upon it because 

of David’s sin with Bathsheba (see 2 Samuel chapters eleven and twelve). After David’s death, 

his son Solomon reigned, and was called the richest and wisest man on earth. Yet, he was 

spiritually bankrupt: Solomon had fallen into idolatry. After Solomon’s death the nation broke 

down, became divided against itself, and began to fall before their enemies. The prophets began 

to predict the fall of Jerusalem and the destruction of the Temple, which occurred when the 

Babylonians conquered Jerusalem in 587 B.C. The temple was robbed of its treasure, the city 

was destroyed, and the people carried into exile in Babylon.  

 This narrative corresponds to Silas’s emotional and spiritual state during his first fifteen 

years in Raveloe. He is spiritually separated from God, and will spend the next fifteen years in a 

state of chronic shame. Silas had been condemned “with the eyes of those who to him 

represented God’s people fixed solemnly upon him,” and the condemnation, he explained to 

Dolly later, ‘fell on me like as if it had been red-hot iron’ (10, 139, my emphasis). Betrayed by 

his best friend, his fiancée, his fellowship, and his God, Silas felt that ‘there was nobody as cared 

for me or clave to me above or below’ (139). Suffering, with “that despair in his soul—that 

shaken trust in God and man, which is little short of madness to a loving nature,” Silas withdrew 

in paralyzed shame to be alone (12). No wonder Eliot often described shame as a fatal wounding, 

or a bruise: for Silas, in “the bitterness of his wounded spirit,” “affection seemed to have died 

under the bruise that had fallen on its keenest nerves” (15, my emphasis). Emotionally 

“benumb[ed],” Silas took “refuge” in his work, until his last bond to Lantern Yard was broken 

with the marriage of his former fiancée to William Dane (13).274   
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 Soon after, Silas “left his own country and people and came to settle in Raveloe,” but 

Raveloe was not so much a destination as a place that felt far, far away from his home and gods 

(14).275   

In the early ages of the world, we know, it was believed that each territory was 

inhabited and ruled by its own divinities, so that a man could cross the bordering 

heights and be out of reach of his native gods…And poor Silas was vaguely 

conscious of something not unlike the feeling of primitive men, when they fled 

thus, in fear or in sullenness, from the face of an unpropitious deity. It seemed to 

him that the Power in which he had vainly trusted, was very far away from this 

land where he had taken refuge. (SM 15) 

Bereft of his faith in God, and set apart by his catalepsy, Silas remains isolated during his first 

fifteen years; thus, although he lives on the outskirts of Raveloe, he is not really part of the 

community. During this period of spiritual and emotional limbo, Silas “hated the thought of the 

past;” but “arrested by utter bewilderment,” the “future was all dark” to him (SM 15). Unable to 

“begin to make sense of a world of gaps, to bridge over such chasms” in his life, Silas consoled 

himself by accumulating gold and silver (Carroll Conflict 146).  

 Silas’s alienation is not completely his own doing, however; Raveloe’s “opinion 

concerning him” was an unfavorable narrative of their own making (7). David Carroll observes 

that, in George Eliot’s fiction, “the most revealing way to elicit the values and assumptions of 

any family, community, or society . . . was the introduction of an anomaly, an alien” (Carroll 

Conflict 143).  Silas bears a three-fold stigma: first, he is a stranger, one of those “wandering 

men” who were “viewed with a measure of distrust” and “were to the last regarded as aliens by 

their rustic neighbors” (3-4). Second, he is a weaver, and to the “rude mind[s]” of country folk 

like those in Raveloe, the complex task of weaving “partook of the nature of conjuring,” since it 
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was not clear that “this trade of weaving, indispensible though it was, could be carried on 

entirely without the help of the Evil One” (3-4). Third—and probably most important to Silas’s 

reputation—are his cataleptic fits. Similar to its function in Lantern Yard, Silas’s catalepsy is a 

stigma that highlights Silas’s outcast state, providing a narrative blank that others project blame 

upon. The rustic villagers of Raveloe interpret Silas’s episodes as “a man’s soul being loose from 

his body, and going out and in, like a bird out of its nest and back”: in other words, as evidence 

that Silas’s soul is receiving occult knowledge by communing with the Devil (7). In fact, Silas’s 

“otherness is so intractable [to the Raveloe community] that it exposes the limits of empathy and 

understanding” (Nestor 61). In the eyes of Raveloe villagers, wandering weavers such as Silas 

appear “like the remnants of a disinherited race” (3).276 If Raveloe stands for Babylon, Silas is 

Israel, “disinherited” by God and taken into exile in Babylon.  

 Silas’s miserly love of gold had helped Silas maintain “the sap of affection” in his heart 

that had otherwise been dried up by his despair and isolation (19). He “began to think [his 

money] was conscious of him, as his loom was, and he would on no account have exchanged 

those coins, which had become his familiars, for other coins with unknown faces” (18). He had 

begun to “enjoy their companionship;” and here Eliot argues for sympathy on behalf of Silas, 

since “the same sort of process has perhaps been undergone by wiser men, when they have been 

cut off from faith and love—only instead of a loom and a heap of guineas, they have some 

erudite research, some ingenious project, or some well-knit theory” (19).277 Such fetishism was, 

according to Auguste Comte, part of the religious development of humankind, a stage that every 

culture went through, and Eliot recommends that “all new faith be tolerant of that fetishism, lest 

it bruise its own roots” (137).278 

 However, the God of Israel was not at all tolerant of such fetishism, as the destruction of 

Jerusalem demonstrated. According to the prophet Jeremiah, “People from many nations will 
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pass by this city and will ask one another, ‘Why has the Lord done such a thing to this great 

city?’ And the answer will be: ‘Because they have forsaken the covenant of the Lord their God 

and have worshiped and served other gods” (Jeremiah 22:8-9). Eliot rather ironically suggests 

that God was not above some fetishizing of his own, however. The story of the “brown 

earthenware pot, which [Silas] held as his most precious utensil” is a pastiche of fetishism, since 

Israel (and Jerusalem) could be considered God’s fetish (19). The pot had been Silas’s 

“companion for twelve years,” when he stumbled, and it fell and “was broken into three pieces. 

Silas picked up the pieces and carried them home with grief in his heart. The brown pot could 

never be of use to him anymore, but he stuck the bits together and propped the ruin in its old 

place for a memorial” (20).  

 The story of the brown pot symbolizes the story of King Josiah, the twelfth in line from 

King David, and the last King before Jerusalem was destroyed and her people taken into 

captivity. The prophet Jeremiah began his prophetic career during Josiah’s reign. As related in 2 

Kings chapters 22 and 23, King Josiah repented of his idolatry at the preaching of Jeremiah, and 

instituted drastic (and gruesome) reforms in order to literally purge Israel from its idolatry, to try 

to forestall God’s judgment on the nation. Jeremiah loved Josiah and mourned his death, but it 

was too late for Israel: Josiah’s three direct descendents, Shallum, Jehoiakim, and Jehoiachin 

(two sons and a grandson) all went back to worshipping idols, and Jeremiah prophesied that they 

would be carried off into captivity, never to be seen again.279 It is the third (grand)son, 

Jehoiachin, that Jeremiah calls a broken pot: 

Is this man Jehoiachin a despised, broken pot, 

    an object no one wants? 

Why will he and his children be hurled out, 

    cast into a land they do not know? 
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 O land, land, land, 

    hear the word of the Lord! 

    This is what the Lord says: 

‘Record this man as if childless, 

    a man who will not prosper in his lifetime, 

for none of his offspring will prosper, 

    none will sit on the throne of David 

    or rule anymore in Judah.’ (Jer. 22: 28-30) 

Shortly afterward, history records that Jerusalem was destroyed and these men taken into 

captivity. Yet ironically, according to the higher critics, it was the destruction of Jerusalem and 

the Temple (the treasure of the Hebrews and the symbol of their religion) that enabled Israel’s 

spiritual growth and purification to take place, since it was during the exile in Babylon that the 

Hebrew religion became truly monotheistic. 280   

 The point at which Silas’s gold is stolen is analogous to the actual destruction of 

Jerusalem and the burning of the Temple. After the theft of Silas’s gold, Silas comes to the 

“Rainbow” for refuge and justice: the symbolism of the rainbow suggests that unlike the Deluge, 

this setback is temporary.281 Instead, God is committed to restoration and a reign of grace that 

will fall upon all. U.C. Knoepflmacher makes this connection by contrasting Maggie Tulliver’s 

end in the flood with Silas’s fate in Raveloe: “Maggie perishes in the flood; Silas’s first promise 

of salvation comes when he ventures among the humanity gathered in a tavern called ‘The 

Rainbow’”(Knoepflmacher 236). This promise is confirmed for Silas by Dolly, who quotes 

Genesis 8:22 to Silas—the promise God made after the flood. In Dolly’s version, she concludes 

that “it’s like the night and the morning, and the sleeping and the waking, and the rain and the 

harvest—one goes and the other comes, and we know nothing how or where . . . the big things 
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come and go wi’ no striving o’ our’n” (SM 119). A reign of grace has come to Silas in Raveloe, 

where God makes the rain to fall on the good and the bad, and where Eppie will be “sent” to 

Silas as a gift and a charge (SM 119). The essential point, however, is that in the legendary 

material, Silas’s vindication is just as dependent upon Providence as was his rejection from 

Lantern Yard: both are sovereign acts of God, and Silas’s role is merely to “trusten” (SM 141).282  

 

The Fifth Age: Raveloe as Babylon 

 The Fifth Age corresponds to the period from the destruction of Jerusalem and the Exile, 

to the coming of Christ. Just as Babylon was making war on Jerusalem, it is “that glorious war-

time” in Raveloe, where, as in Lantern Yard, the names of the characters and places locate the 

narrative in the mythological structure.(21).283  Raveloe comes from the word ravel, which 

means to tangle or confuse (OED). The name Babylon comes from babel, a reference to the 

Tower of Babel in Genesis chapter eleven, in which the languages of the world were divided or 

confused. Thus, Raveloe represents Babylon, a place where “the words are contrairy” (SM 48). 

The Cass family, along with the other gentry of Raveloe, such as the Osgoods and the 

Lammeters, represent the rulers of Babylon. Godfrey and Dunstan Cass are the sons of the 

Squire Cass, the “greatest man in Raveloe” (SM 21). They live in a “large red house with the 

handsome flight of stone steps in front and high stables behind it, nearly opposite the church” 

(SM 21). This description fits archeological descriptions of the Ziggarut in Babylon; the area 

included the Tower of Babel, which was described in the Bible as being built of “burnt brick.” 284   

 The name Godfrey means “godless (god free),” and Cass comes from the Latin for 

“chance.” Godfrey Cass thus represents, in the legendary material, the pagans who worship 

Chance or Fate.285  Eliot hints at this when she writes of Godfrey, “Favorable Chance, I fancy, is 

the god of all men who follow their own devices instead of obeying a law they believe in” (SM 
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71).  Chance, Feuerbach had argued, was really as arbitrary as election, even though “Religion 

denies, repudiates chance, making everything dependent on God, explaining everything by 

means of him” (188).  Election, however, “has not a single positive characteristic to distinguish it 

from the power of chance. The mystery of the election of grace is thus the mystery of chance” 

(Essence of Christianity 188). The stories of Godfrey and Silas—the one directed by Chance, the 

other one by Providence—will intersect in one key moment that will test this hypothesis.   

 Godfrey’s moral struggles, like those of Arthur Donithorne, result from his “natural 

irresolution and moral cowardice,” exacerbated by his “dread of disgrace” (SM 26, 65, my 

emphasis). This dread causes him to hide his “degrading” marriage to Molly, who is addicted to 

opium, and the fact that they have a child (SM 30). Godfrey’s untenable position—a “position he 

is ashamed to avow”—leads him, in unalterable Spinozan law, to “hatred” toward his brother 

Dunstan, who blackmails him, and toward his “odious” wife, Molly, who threatens to expose 

him (SM 71). As in Eliot’s other novels, shame leads to unconscious or repressed aggression, 

since “the yoke a man creates for himself by wrong-doing will breed hate in the kindliest nature” 

(SM 24). Thus, “Godfrey Cass was fast becoming a bitter man, visited by cruel wishes,” that is, 

death-wishes toward both his brother Dunstan, and his wife Molly (SM 31). The death-wishes are 

fulfilled, mainly through Godfrey’s refusal to take responsibility for his bad choices, and 

Godfrey’s subsequent journey is one of learning the inevitable law of consequences, that 

“orderly sequence by which a seed brings forth a crop after its kind” (SM 72). 

  

  Silas’s gold is stolen in “late November” (23). As Christmas approaches, Dolly offers 

Silas some lard-cakes pricked with the letters I.H.S., which Cave explains are “the first three 

letters of the name of Jesus in Greek, often given additional sacred meanings” (note 79).  

“Although—indeed because—Dolly and Silas do not fully understand them, the letters transform 
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the cakes into a kind of humble secular sacrament” (note 79).286  Dolly Winthrop’s rather comic 

first meetings with Silas are a good example of the confusion of languages at the Tower of 

Babel: she can’t read the Greek letters on the pulpit cloth at church but knows “they’ve a good 

meaning,” whereas Silas can read the letters but is “as unable to interpret the letters as Dolly” 

(SM 80). Silas has never been to “church,” only “chapel;” but Dolly is “puzzled at this new 

word” chapel, and fears “lest ‘chapel’ might mean some haunt of wickedness” (SM 81). Her 

explanation of Raveloe theology “fell rather unmeaningly on Silas’s ears,” and his 

“comprehension was quite baffled by the plural pronoun” that Dolly uses for God.287  Although 

Silas’s “mind was too busy trying to give some definite bearing to Dolly’s words,” “Dolly’s 

word ‘christened’ conveyed no distinct meaning to him. He had only heard of baptism” (121-2).  

 This confusion of languages represents not only a literal, but also a symbolic, attempt to 

communicate, that would extend to the exchange of religious ideas between the Hebrews and the 

Babylonians over the course of the Exile. By “comparison of phrases and ideas,” along with 

“strong feeling ready to vibrate with sympathy,” Silas and Dolly eventually learn to 

communicate; as Silas remarks to Dolly, she can “mostly say something as I can make sense on” 

(SM 140). As Christmas approaches, all of the Christmas traditions as yet mean nothing to Silas: 

“the holly and the yew” could bring no pictures to his mind, and the “Christmas carril” 

announcing that ‘Jesus Christ our Saviour/Was born on Christmas Day”  “had fallen on his ears 

as strange music, quite unlike a hymn” (82-3). Yet at the Red House, the “pre-eminently brilliant 

celebration of the season” was not Christmas, but the “great dance on New Year’s Eve” (85).288 

On that evening, Silas, having contracted a vague hope of “his money might be somehow 

coming back to him,” kept “opening his door and looking out from time to time” (107). This 

openness to “good luck” caused Silas, that evening, to “open his door again and again” and look 
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and listen for “something on the road coming towards him” (108). But “he caught no sign of it” 

(108). 289 

 The coming of Eppie is “a Christ-event on the human level of religion as feeling in Silas 

Marner” (Weisenfarth 290). Molly—Godfrey’s disavowed wife, and Eppie’s mother—is  a 

nickname for Mary. In a sort of perverse Las Posadas procession, Molly is carrying Eppie, 

headed for the door that she knows will be closed to her and the child. Before she can even reach 

Godfrey’s door and knock, however, she sinks into oblivion in the snow: but Silas’s door is wide 

open. The firelight on the snow acts as candles do in the windows at Christmas: they light the 

way for the Christ child. Eppie will not need to knock: she can toddle right in.   

 Eppie, although a mystery and a gift to Silas, is a curse to Godfrey, since she is a sign of 

his shame. When Silas and Eppie appear at the Red House during the New Year’s Dance, Eppie 

strikes her father Godfrey as “an apparition from the dead. It was an apparition from that hidden 

life” that he was ashamed to own (112). At first he is terrified that Eppie will make some sign of 

recognition toward him, but she shows no signs of knowing him, so that when Godfrey hears that 

a woman had been found dead in the snow, “there was only one terror in his mind…that the 

woman might not be dead. That was an evil terror—an ugly inmate to have found a nesting place 

in Godfrey’s kindly disposition” (112). But, like Eliot’s other characters, Adam Bede, Hetty 

Sorrel, Arthur Donnithorne, and Maggie Tulliver, “evil wishes” are the fruit of keeping secrets or 

having desires too shameful to put into words (112). Godfrey’s “passionate desire and dread,” 

however, can only “half-smother” the importunate wish that he is now able to articulate in his 

mind: “‘Is she dead?’ said the voice that predominated over every other within him. ‘If she is, I 

may marry Nancy; and then I shall be a good fellow in the future, and have no secrets, and the 

child—shall be taken care of somehow’” (115). Yet, to acknowledge the child would be to 

acknowledge his secret; and so he must have secret after all, if he is not to “fulfill the claims of 
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the helpless child” (115). Once he finds that his wife Molly is dead, he decides not to confess to 

anyone the nature of his relationship to her; “As for the child, he would see that it was cared for: 

he would never forsake it; he would do everything but own it” (117).  

 

The Sixth Age: The True Worship of God, Restored   

 Part II of Silas Marner takes place after “sixteen years” have passed, not fourteen. This 

suggests that the ending of Silas Marner takes place in the first years of the Sixth Age, the Age of 

the Church. Godfrey has managed to keep his secret for sixteen years, but the collision between 

Chance and Providence is about to occur: when the Stone-Pits are drained, he discovers that his 

brother Dunstan was the one that stole Silas’s gold: his body has been lying at the bottom of the 

pit, drowned, for more than fifteen years.290 The gold is still there, and after it is gathered up and 

returned to Silas, Godfrey decides that all secrets will come to light in the end, and he doesn’t 

want to keep his anymore. He tells Nancy that Eppie is his daughter, and they decide to go that 

very evening to Silas and offer to take Eppie to live with them, and give her the life she deserves 

as Godfrey’s natural daughter. However, Godfrey discovers that certain past decisions cannot be 

made up for. Eppie refuses to go with them: her decision to “cleave to [Silas] as long as he 

lives”—rather than to accept Godfrey as her father—vindicates Silas from his earlier rejection by 

God (SM 167).  

 Eliot writes that the moral of the story, insofar as there is one, is about “the remedial 

influences of pure, natural human relations” (GEL 3.382-3). What Eliot means by “pure” 

relations, as Silas Marner demonstrates, are human relations not motivated by shame or other 

Spinozan passions such as fear, greed, love of control, or unconscious commitments; and by 

“natural” human relations, I suggest that Eliot means relations not controlled or dictated by 

ideological roles. Thus the relationship between Silas and Eppie, motivated by sympathy and 
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love, constituted by mutual choice, is much more pure and natural than Godfrey’s ideologically-

based “natural claim on her that must stand before every other” (SM 138, 164). Silas’s 

“regeneration through feeling” represents, among other things, the Feuerbachean journey from 

the Old Testament ideology of election, blame and shame to the “Essence of Christianity,” that 

is, love—a love based upon choice and affinity rather than hereditary ties and conditions 

(Knoepflamacher 230).  Thus, Eliot argues, the gospel is, as Quinet, Michelet, and many others 

suggested, a gospel of choice, of freedom, not of election, blood, or dogmatic rules that obfuscate 

simple, human relations. Eliot shows that Godfrey and Silas each had the same choice: to take 

responsibility for Eppie and accept the consequences. Godfrey chose to disown her, and Silas 

claimed her: and the law of consequences determined the result. 

  The story ends as Eppie and Aaron are married.  They have been planning a garden for 

their home. Silas’s house is located next to the stone quarry, known as the Stone-Pits, where 

stone was hewed for the buildings on the estate, including the stone cottage that Silas inhabits. 

The scene suggests that the garden is the restored worship of the Lord; and while altars were not 

allowed to be made with cut stone, they were to be made either of earth or piled stones (Ex. 

20.25).  So, the garden that they want to enclose from the “waste” is a new paradise, and the 

walls enclosing it will be built of piled stones by Aaron – the high priest.  

Listen to me, you who pursue righteousness 

    and who seek the Lord: 

Look to the rock from which you were cut 

    and to the quarry from which you were hewn; 

2 look to Abraham, your father, 

    and to Sarah, who gave you birth. 

When I called him he was only one man, 



! ! )*++! ZM^!

    and I blessed him and made him many. 

3 The Lord will surely comfort Zion 

    and will look with compassion on all her ruins; 

he will make her deserts like Eden, 

    her wastelands like the garden of the Lord. 

Joy and gladness will be found in her, 

    thanksgiving and the sound of singing. (Is. 61:1-3). 

“’O father, said Eppie, ‘what a pretty home ours is! I think nobody could be happier than we 

are.’” (SM 176).  
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Endnotes 
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1!In the sense that George Eliot was a woman in Victorian England, she was not (and could not 

be) a part of the hegemonic political and church elite. In that sense, every woman, child, servant, 
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2 The term “structures of feeling” is from Raymond Williams, and I mean it somewhat in the 

sense that he used it, to denote lived experience before it is codified and abstracted. This 

captures the felt experience of characters such as Janet Dempster, Adam Bede, Hetty Sorrel, 

Maggie Tulliver, and Silas Marner, who are caught in what Williams sometimes called a cul-de-

sac, and which affect theorist Silvan Tomkins would call a script. However, the term is 

somewhat of an oxymoron as so defined, since it suggests that the structure is there, just not well 

understood or analyzed as ideology (see Marxism and Literature chapter nine). I think that what 



! ! )*++!! ZM`!

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
constitutes a structure of feeling is that social identity (and emotional identity) are constructed in 

relation with others, and those relations are constantly being negotiated and renegotiated in every 

social interaction. In this sense, structures of feeling are also “inevitably structures of repression” 

(Gallagher and Greenblatt 64). Yet, as I will demonstrate in this dissertation, the ideological 

structure of shame was very much known, and was in the process of being demythologized in the 

culture.  

3 See moral philosopher Bernard Williams, Shame and Necessity (2008), who argues that the 

ancient Greek concepts of shame and guilt were more nuanced (and hence more similar to our 

modern ideas) than the simple designation “shame culture” would suggest. Williams argues that 

both shame and guilt require an “internalized figure. In the case of shame this is . . . a watcher or 

witness. In the case of guilt, the internalized figure is a victim or an enforcer” (219 emphasis 

original). For Williams, the primary experience in shame is “a sense of being at a 

disadvantage…a loss of power,” whereas in guilt, the primary experience is fear: “fear” towards 

the “anger” of the victim or enforcer, a fear of retribution that needs propitiation or forgiveness 

(219). The disappearance of God as an all-seeing watcher required the substitution of public 

opinion to maintain the shame sanction. But urbanization made that more and more impossible; 

so the emergence of detectives and police enforcers were required to find and punish wrong-

doing, leading to one mode of guilt. As D.A. Miller argues in The Novel and the Police, this may 

have been class-inflected: the working class needed policing, while the middle-class were able to 

internalize and police themselves. Although the idea of the ghost of victim pursuing the 

perpetrator also appeared as a form of guilt as well—think of Bill Sykes in Oliver Twist, or Hetty 

Sorrel in Adam Bede, who hears the baby she abandoned crying even though she is far away).   
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 Moreover, although Benedict identified the advent of guilt culture with Christianity, 

literary critic Ewan Fernie argues persuasively in Shame in Shakespeare that Christianity is 

mainly a shame culture. Although social norms and manners became increasingly internalized 

throughout the early modern period, as documented by German sociologist Norbert Elias, this 

was not a shift from shame to guilt. Elias highlights the crucial role of an “advancing threshold 

of shame and repugnance” in this historical change (446). Elias traces these effects by examining 

the details of conduct manuals from the medieval through Victorian eras. By this investigation of 

the history of manners, Elias discovers “the strong advance of the threshold of shame and 

repugnance . . . from the sixteenth century onwards,” through a process of instilling a “wall of 

deep-rooted fears” in the psyche (446, 492-93).  

4 Nash and Kilday quote Thomas Scheff: “Guilt is a highly individualist emotion, reaffirming the 

centrality of the isolated person; shame is a social emotion, reaffirming the emotional 

independency of persons” (Scheff, qtd. in Nash and Kilday 6). 

5 “True” shame was supposed to be in response to moral transgression; “false” shame was often 

connected to violations of manners and proper codes of deference. Another research project I 

have undertaken in Victorian periodicals suggests that the periodicals aimed at lower-class 

persons (such as the Illustrated London News) contained many didactic pieces of instruction 

about true and false shame.  

6 Scheff follows affect theorist Silvan Tomkins in arguing that shame is an “affect”—that is, a 

primary element of our brain’s emotional assembly—that can be thought of as an warning 

system, such as our body’s system of pain, which warns of imminent danger.  

7 Silvan Tomkins is considered the originator of affect theory. His four-volume work, Affect, 

Imagery, Consciousness (1962, 1963, 1991, 1993) is seminal in the field. See works cited.  
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8 This view of shame assumes that the psyche—both conscious and unconscious—is created “on 

the interactional plane of relations with others” (Seidler xxvii).  

9 The resemblance of this idea to eighteenth and early nineteenth-century associationist views of 

psychology will be evident.  

10  Silvan Tomkins spends volume two (of his four-volume treatise on the affects) on the various 

etiologies of shame-based neuroses and psychoses, including paranoia and schizophrenia. See 

works cited.  

11 For an excellent discussion of this transition, see Edward S. Reed, From Soul to Mind: The 

Emergence of Psychology From Erasmus Darwin to William James.  

12 See Peter Garratt, Victorian Empiricism: Self, Knowledge, and Reality in Ruskin, Bain, Lewes, 

Spencer, and George Eliot (2010) for an excellent discussion of questions of Victorian 

epistemology.  

13 In England, the term mythology was, I would argue, a Victorian stand-in for the original (i.e., 

French) meaning of the word ideology, meaning the study of ideas. The world ideology 

(idéologie), first coined during the French!=*R2+51/23P!8%7!/&23/:%++#!122!65:8!/7*2+2F/:%+!

"%FF%F*!%11%:8*7!12!/1!"#!18*!1/6*!18%1!'+/21!Q%0!Q&/1/3FP!;2&!/1!12!"*!50*;5+!12!8*&(!4S*%X/3F!

2;!a283Y0!B2:X*Y0!/7*%0P!A(D(!B*Q*0!quotes M. Cousin about Ideology: 

We may here see decisively settled the question so often raised respecting the 

importance of Locke's Inquiry into Innate Ideas. ‘For Locke and his school,’ says 

M. Cousin, justly, ‘the study of understanding is the study of Ideas; hence the 

recent celebrated name of Ideology for the designation of the science of mind.’ 

Indeed, as we have shown, the origin of Ideas was the most important of all 

questions; upon it rested the whole problem of Philosophy. (Lewes Biographical 
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History of Philosophy 518)   

For a fascinating history of the evolution of the word ideology, see Kennedy, Emmet, 

“‘Ideology’ from Destutt De Tracy to Marx." Journal of the History of Ideas 40 (3): 353–368. 

14!>8*!0*:237P!c&*;50%+0!2;!*\S&*00/23Pd!/0!%!:23:*S1!2;!&*S&*00/23!18%1!b5:/:8!%&F5*0!

c6%&Xj0k!%!F*3*&%+!J/:12&/%3!1*37*3:#!12!6%X*!6%11*&0!2;!/31*30*!;**+/3FhS&/6%&/+#P!"51!

321!*\:+50/R*+#P!0*\5%+!;**+/3Fh6%11*&0!2;!0*:&*:#!%37!0*+;U&*;+*\/R*3*00!(!(!(!j%37!18%1!18/0!

0*:&*:#k!:&*%1*0!%!S&/R%1*!/31*&/2&!+/;*!c62&*!/31*30*P!%37!62&*!:*31&%+!12!0*+;U7*;/3/1/23!

18%3!%3#!;2&6!2;!/31*&S*&023%+!*\S*&/*3:*d!eLf(!b5:/:8!%&F5*0!18%1!18/0!X/37!2;!&*S&*00/23!

Q%0!c%3!/7*2+2F/:%+!/301&56*31!18%1!%:15%++#!S&275:*7!%!:*&1%/3!8/012&/:%+!05"g*:1!h%3!

/301&56*31!18%1!S0#:82%3%+#0/0!8%0!%SS&2S&/%1*7d!eZf(!b5:/:8!7*&/R*0!8/0!/7*%0!%"251!18*!

c7/%+*:1/:%+d!3%15&*!2;!18/0!&*S&*00/23!"#!%!&*%7/3F!2;!9*5&"%:8(!D*!:231&%010!8/0!&*%7/3F!2;!

9*5*&"%:8!e2&!'+/21!&*%7/3F!9*5*&"%:8f!Q/18!'+/[%"*18!'&6%&18Y0!&*%7/3F!/3!cA*2&F*!'+/21Y0!

G23:*S1/23!2;!4#6S%18#d!e0**!b5:/:8!NLL!3(!N_f(!C!1*37!12!%F&**!Q/18!'&6%&18(!!

15 Michael Billig, in Freudian Repression: Conversation Creating the Unconscious (1999) 

argues that Freudian repression “is not a mysterious inner process, regulated by an internal 

structure such as the ‘ego’ . . . Repression depends upon the skills of language . . . [and] the 

social nature of talk” (1-2). Billig argues that repression is actually created in conversation; “if 

we understand the discursive aspects of conscious emotions, then unconscious ones [like 

“shameful feelings of love”] cease to look so strange” (9). Repression, then, “is ideologically 

constituted, for ideologcies concern what people in a particular historical epoch do not talk of. 

The notion of repression points out that there are topics, of which we could speak, but which, 

nevertheless, we tend to avoid collectively” (10). I would apply this idea to George Eliot’s 
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writing to argue that it is the desire to kill one’s parents/king/god is the ideological idea that is 

unspeakable in Victorian Britain.  

16 See Michael Davis, George Eliot And Nineteenth-Century Psychology: Exploring the 

Unmapped Country (2006); and Rick Rylance, Victorian Psychology and British Culture, 1850-

1880 (2000). Again, however, I believe this may be because shame was not yet a topic in 

Victorian psychology so much as it was in moral philosophy and mythology.   

17 Marian Evans wrote this review at age thirty-two, at the beginning of her life as a public 

intellectual, more than a year before she became the de facto editor of the Westminster Review 

for John Chapman. Her incipient genius as a cultural critic and public intellectual is evident in 

this review, which is a vast improvement in sophistication of analysis over the short reviews she 

previously wrote for Charles Bray’s Coventry Herald and Observer, when she was still the 

young and provincial Mary Ann Evans.  

18 Mackay’s book in two volumes explained the development of human intellectual history by 

analyzing the mythology of two civilizations: the Greeks and the Hebrews. Eliot derived much of 

her theorizing about the role of myth in culture from Mackay.  

19 Bacon likened such “received systems” to theater, which suggests that dogma has power 

because it is embodied in stories that assign roles to play and follow a simple but dramatic plot 

(Bacon 1.62).  

Some of the moderns have with extreme levity indulged so far as to attempt to 

found a system of natural philosophy on the first chapter of Genesis, on the book 

of Job, and other parts of the sacred writings, seeking for the dead among the 

living; which also makes the inhibition and repression of it the more important, 
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because from this unwholesome mixture of things human and divine there arises 

not only a fantastic philosophy but also a heretical religion. (Bacon 1.65).  

20 The definition resembles Claude Lévi-Strauss’s attempt to find in cultural material “an 

inventory of mental patterns,” bearing in mind his disclaimer that “mythological analysis has not, 

and cannot have, as its aim to show how men think” (Lévi-Strauss, Raw and Cooked 10). I 

believe George Eliot, like Lévi-Strauss, would “claim to show, not how men think in myths, but 

how myths operate in men’s minds without their being aware of the fact” (Lévi-Strauss, Raw and 

Cooked 12, my emphasis).  

21 For Mackay, who argued for the progressive development of religion and myth over time, 

“mythus, or narrative symbolism, grew up concurrently with that personifying tendency which in 

religion produced a pantheon” (1.65). It was a spontaneous, “unpremeditated expression. . . true 

mythus was never, therefore, allegory,” which was a later philosophical “construction” (1.65). In 

contrast, mythology was a form of story meant to teach. Mackay explains, “narrative and fable 

were the earliest and most appropriate vehicles of instruction. It was ever customary in the east 

to give an historical or narrative form to ideas and reasonings which would now be enunciated as 

abstract propositions” (1.404). This is the definition of mythology as Mackay uses it, and he uses 

it more or less interchangeably with “mythic narrative,” apologue, allegory, fable, tale, and 

legend (406-8).  

22 The phrase “divine yea and nay” recalls Thomas Carlyle’s Everlasting No and Everlasting Yes 

from Sartor Resartus. The “inexorable law of consequences” refers to Spinoza’s doctrine of 

necessity, as he expounds it in the Ethics. 

23 Evans engaged in a “critical and interpretive task” similar to Frederick Jameson’s in The 

Political Unconcious (1981): “to restructure the problematics of ideology, of the unconscious 
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and of desire . . . around the all-informing process of narrative” (Jameson 13, emphasis original). 

While Jameson argued for the “political interpretation of literary texts…[as] the absolute horizon 

of all reading and all interpretation,” George Eliot’s primary concern was ethical (17, my 

emphasis). However, George Eliot’s ethical vision not merely “a realm . . . in which the 

individual subject seeks refuge, in pursuit of a purely individual, a merely psychological, project 

of salvation” (Jameson 20). Her political vision follows Spinoza’s Tractatus Theologico-

Politicus in believing in inalienable natural right, while at the same time struggling to find 

political and religious structures that contribute to social stability and individual freedom. 

Evans’s efforts could be described in the same language Jameson uses to valorize Marxism, “the 

collective struggle to wrest a realm of Freedom from a realm of Necessity” (Jameson 19). Her 

struggle, however, is a Spinozan struggle. Her Freedom is a Spinozan freedom, a psychological 

or affective freedom, and ultimately a freedom of affiliation; just as her Necessity is a Spinozan 

web of individuals connected by “hereditary ties and conditions,” valorized by hegemonic 

narrative structures. However, George Eliot’s critique of the narrative ideological structures that 

constrained the choices of her protagonists demonstrates her awareness that “there is nothing that 

is not social and historical” (Jameson 20). Her attempts to perform “experiments in life,” to 

situate her characters in a variety of locales, historic events, and cultural milieus, and within a 

web of causality that includes hegemonic narrative structures, argues against such a purely 

individual salvation. In this dissertation, I situate her efforts as a tactical resistance to power; I 

leave the reader to judge whether George Eliot’s efforts at demystifying certain ideological 

structures was merely a “philosophy of history of a heroic bourgeoisie,” or something more 

valuable (Jameson 18).  
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24 It will also demonstrate that Eliot believed, as did Bede, that the moral and intellectual 

progress of the individual follows the same stages as the development of the race; so the 

mythological historiography of England that she charts, following Bede’s Six Ages of the World, 

is also the historiography of her own spiritual development.  

25 Feuerbach goes on to say that grace or predestination “has not a single positive characteristic 

to distinguish it fro the power of chance. The mystery of the election of grace is thus the mystery 

of chance” (115). George Eliot compares both systems side-by-side in Silas Marner.   

26 For example, although her translation of David Strauss’s Das Leben Jesu was published 

anonymously, her translation of Feuerbach bore her name Marian Evans proudly on the title 

page. As she wrote to Sara Hennell, “In Germany it is considered the book of the age . . . but 

Germany and England are two countries” (GEL 2.137). Gordan Haight’s note to this letter 

observes, “Feuerbach's attack on orthodoxy made him something of a hero with the 

revolutionists of 1848. ‘Some of his ideas were taken up by those engaged in the struggle 

between church and state in Germany, and those who, like F. Engels and Karl Marx, were 

leaders in the revolt of labour against capital.’ (Encyclopaedia Britannica, 14th ed., IX, 208.)” 

(GEL 2.137 n. 430).   

27 About why God rejected Cain’s sacrifice, from Dr. Cummings’s The Church Before The Flood 

(one of Cummings’s books that she reviews in her essay):  

 [Abel and Cain] were—as the world would say, looking at the outward aspect—

religious men; and yet there was a vast difference where men saw none, and God's 

acceptance of the one and his rejection of the other showed that that difference was a vital 

one . . . There is an inner difference that God sees, when man can see no outer one. (140) 

 . . . .  
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 We see from all this that the first thing to be accepted was the offerer; the next 

thing was the offering. It is not true that Abel was accepted because of his offering, or 

that Cain was rejected because of his. The one was first accepted, and therefore he 

presented an acceptable offering; the other was first rejected, and therefore he presented a 

rejected sacrifice. The first was accepted because he was a believer in Christ, and his 

offering was the evidence of it. The second was rejected because he was a disbeliever in 

Christ, and the offering that he presented was an evidence that he was such. Their 

offerings were the evidences of their respective personal states; God accepted the one and 

rejected the other, because of those who presented them. (146-7) 

28 In 1865, while George Eliot was writing Felix Holt, she reviewed William Lecky’s History of 

the Rise and Influence of the Spirit of Rationalism in Europe, in the Fortnightly Review (15 May 

1865).  Her review mainly discusses “the long chapter on the history of Magic and Witchcraft” 

and “the two chapters on the antecedents and history of Persecution” (Selected Essays 390). In 

regard to the topic of persecution, she writes,  

Persecution, he shows, is not in any sense peculiar to the Catholic Church; it is a 

direct sequence of the doctrines that salvation is to be had only within the Church, 

and that erroneous belief is damnatory—doctrines held as fully by Protestant sects 

as by the Catholics; and in proportion to its power, Protestantism has been as 

persecuting as Catholicism. (Selected Essays 400).  

29 Eliot writes amusingly about this tendency in Adam Bede: Joshua Rann displays this 

pugnacious character toward the Methodists. See Chapter Three.  

30 This is the ideology that animates Mrs. Glegg in The Mill on the Floss; and it animates Tom as 

well.  
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31 In the second volume of Mackay’s The Progress of the Intellect, he spends several chapters 

discussing differing ideas of the resurrection and the afterlife.  

32 The complete title of Mackay’s book is The Progress of the Intellect: As Exemplified in the 

Religious Development of the Greeks and Hebrews. In Two Volumes. While Mackay spends 

quite a bit of his book examining ancient mythology, both Greek and Hebrew, along with those 

of other ancient civilizations such as the Assyrian or Egyptian, his focus is mainly upon Hebrew 

culture as contained in the Old Testament, with a view to demonstrating that the Hebrew 

scriptures are not the revelation of God. Mackay writes,  

the high poetical and moral value of the choicest Hebrew literature is tarnished by 

an arrogant nationality, and an uncharitable feeling toward the rest of mankind; 

and if a few prophets pleaded nobly in favour of sincerity and justice, their 

precepts were neutralized by precedents which under the name of religion 

justified treachery, exclusiveness, and cruelty. (Mackay 1.12)  

As Mackay, following Feuerbach, believed that myths are a projection of the minds that 

produced them, such readings were ironically—and perhaps inevitably—extended to the 

character of the Jews as a people, especially given the concurrent Victorian interest in the 

concept of “national character.” Such anti-Semitic bias would lead to the rampant fascism of the 

Nazi area, with its genocide of the Jews (and other groups such as gypsies and homosexuals). I 

believe Eliot was drawn to this type of rhetoric mainly as a result of her provincial religious 

upbringing; her interest was not in making a statement about the character of the Jews, but rather 

in repudiating the idea that the Bible was the inspired word of God. As her moral philosophy 

developed and her sympathies expanded, she came to see the Jews quite differently, as 
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demonstrated by her treatment of the so-called “Jewish question” in Daniel Deronda and in 

Impressions of Theophrastus Such.  

33 Claude Lévi-Strauss cited “the mass of works devoted to the French Revolution” as an 

example of the workings of myth, and the similarities between history and myth: “the same 

incidents are not always quoted or disregarded,” while “the same incidents are presented in 

different light by various authors. And yet these variants refer to the same country, the same 

period, and the same events, the reality of which is scattered throughout the various levels of 

complex structure” (Raw and Cooked 13).  

34 It was not only the Revolution itself, but also associated developments that caused great 

anxiety in Europe and especially in England: the rise of the higher criticism in Germany; of 

Reform, Chartism, Catholic Emancipation, Evangelicalism and Tractarianism in England; of new 

and shocking manners and morals in France; and of the developmental hypothesis in science, as 

well as the rise of sociology and psychology as alternative explanations of human consciousness; 

all these developments famously left many Victorians feeling stranded on “the naked shingles of 

the world.”  George Eliot was uniquely situated at the nexus of all these discursive struggles; the 

ground she claimed in her personal life and her life as a public intellectual interrogated both 

conservative and progressive claims to essential human values.    

35 Quinet argued that “dogmas” are “profound moulds” that “cast and form” social and political 

structures; in particular fault was the doctrine of election that Michelet and Quinet had declared 

was the basis for divine right (Quinet 47). During the Enlightenment, the authority of religion 

and government based upon the ideal of divine right was severely challenged: English 

conservatives countered the charge that God was a tyrant, and that arbitrary divine right was 

inherently unjust. Thus, John Milton for example, in Paradise Lost, felt the need to “justifie the 
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wayes of God to men” (1.26). Ironically, the way religious commentators resisted this criticism 

was to appeal to God’s foreknowledge: God only rejected those who were going to reject Him, 

who with the party of Satan thought it  “Better to reign in Hell, than serve in Heav’n” (1.263).   

36 In her essay on Mackay’s The Progress of the Intellect, Marian Evans argued that “allegorical 

interpretation” of mythology was “far superior to the pragmatic or semi-historical, which, in 

endeavouring to show a nucleus of fact in the myths, exhibits an utter blindness to the mental 

state in which they originated, and simply substitutes an unpoetical fable for a poetical one” 

(Selected Essays 278). Her distinction between “unconscious allegory” (which resembles 

Mackay’s definition of mythus) and “conscious allegory” is important here. Unconscious 

allegory is the “spontaneous, vivid conception of a symbol as opposed to the premeditated use of 

a poetical figure” (Selected Essays 278).  This emphasis on the more primitive, and thus perhaps 

more authentic mental state of the originator of the myth, versus the “conscious allegorizing on 

the part of a modern,” is an important concept in Mackay’s idea of “religious development” 

(Selected Essays 279).  

37 According to Genesis, after Cain murdered Abel and was banished by God, God gave Adam 

and Eve another son, Seth, to replace Abel; and from then on humankind was divided into two 

groups: the elect and blessed  “sons of God,” the descendents of Seth; and the damned and 

cursed “sons of man,” the descendents of Cain. These two groups were meant by God to keep 

separate, but they interbred, causing the corruption of the sons of God, and bringing down the 

judgment of God upon the entire world in the form of the Flood.  

38 Jameson identified several types of allegorical master narratives, such as “providential” 

histories, “catastrophic” histories, and “cyclical or Viconian” histories, with their “twin 

categories of narrative closure (telos) and of character (subject of history)” (Jameson 28-29). 
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39 If this procedure seems uncharacteristic of George Eliot, I refer the reader to the November 

1881 article in Century Magazine by F.W.H. Meyers, “George Eliot.” At one of their Sunday 

afternoon open houses, Marian Lewes was asked, “‘But from whom . . . did you draw 

Casaubon?’ With a humorous solemnity, which was quite in earnest, nevertheless, she pointed to 

her own heart” (60).  

40 It is a fairly vicious and unpleasant caricature of a town. When John Blackwood commented 

on the fact, Eliot replied that the real Milby was much worse. Barbara Hardy and others believe 

that Milby was modeled on Nuneaton, the town where Eliot lived when the events that the story 

is based upon actually happened.    

41 Charles Bray boasted that his “doctrine of necessity” had been the fundamental influence on 

the budding genius George Eliot (73). Eliot’s biographer and the editor of her correspondence, 

Gordon Haight, demurred about the extent of Bray’s influence, arguing that the real influence 

came later, since “the rather crude determinism of Bray's Philosophy of Necessity could not long 

satisfy her keener intelligence, though it probably left some impression in her mind” (GEL 

1.xliv).  

42 John Locke, in An Essay Concerning Human Understanding, defined shame as “an uneasiness 

of the mind upon the thought of having done something which is indecent, or will lessen the 

valued esteem which others have for us”  (Essay 307). Note that in Locke’s view, what makes 

blame an effective form of discipline is the shame that it produces in the child. This connection 

between blame and shame is an important one, based on ideas that can be traced back to 

Aristotle. Shame was believed to be either a natural/innate or a God-given result of wrongdoing, 

an infallible sign of moral transgression, and this belief endured throughout the eighteenth and 

nineteenth centuries.  
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43 It is not as if Locke did not understand the pain that such shame causes. In An Essay 

Concerning Human Understanding, Locke argues that the pain of constant disapproval from 

others is so great that “not one in ten thousand” adult men could “bear up under” it; he goes on to 

assert that “this is a burden too heavy for human sufferance” (480). Yet, he recommends this 

course to children; and to women also, incidentally: “Shame in children has the same place that 

modesty has in women” (Education section 60). And Locke’s attitude was not uncommon: here 

is a quote from David Hume about needing to use the same sorts of shame and blame to keep 

women in check sexually: 

What restraint, therefore, shall we impose on women, in order to counter-balance 

so strong a temptation as they have to infidelity? There seems to be no restraint 

possible, but in the punishment of bad fame or reputation; a punishment, which 

has a mighty influence on the human mind, and at the same time is inflicted by 

the world upon surmises [sic], and conjectures, and proofs, that would never be 

received in any court of judicature. In order, therefore, to impose a due restraint 

on the female sex, we must attach a peculiar degree of shame to their infidelity, 

above what arises merely from its injustice, and must bestow proportionable 

praises on their chastity. (571) 

44 Modern psychology and psychiatry have established the effects of this child rearing style: the 

production of what affect theorist Sylvan Tomkins calls the “depressive posture.”  Joseph 

Adamson describes the dynamic: 

The parent shows great affection and love to the child but also alternately 

distances her with shame, anger, and contempt when she is perceived as offending 

or falling short, thus creating a strong corrective identification with the parent.  
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There consequently arises a greed, a magnified wish for both love and respect, in 

which love and respect becomes fatefully tied to achievement, and the wish for 

both must be satisfied: love without respect, respect without love, neither is 

enough to sustain the depressive on its own. When a child has been intensely 

loved, she feels all the more shame and distress when she incurs the parent’s 

anger or contempt and is criticized or distanced. (“Emotional Rescue,” n.p.) 

45  Locke’s views were, in a sense, quintessentially English, and often concerned with 

constructing English national identity in opposition to Continental philosophy. Joanne Merrison 

explores Coleridge’s views on Locke, writing,  

[Coleridge]’s 1801 ‘Letters to Wedgwood’ are a fascinating attempt to dicipher 

the meaning of Locke for the British psyche . . .  He argued that much of Locke’s 

popularity was the result of nationalism. Locke’s attacks on ancient logic (Greek 

& pagan), on scholasticism (Italian & catholic), and cartesianism (French & 

catholic), coupled with the promise of a new Anglo-Saxon protestant science 

based on common English sense, had made him a national hero . . . . Coleridge 

argued that such rampant nationalism was hostile to scientific debate and began a 

campaign for its abolition. ‘It were well,’ he continued, ‘if we should rid 

ourselves of a fault that is common to us […]the English endeavour to increase 

their relative size by leveling all around them. (Merrison 171)  

46 Neyrey describes the rules for writing an ecomium: “one draws praise for a person by 

considering the various stages of his life…(1) origin and birth, (2) nature and education, and (3) 

deeds of body, life, and fortune, and (4) noble death” (11). Later in this book, I will argue that 
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George Eliot knew this form and used it in ironic fashion when she wrote about Maggie Tulliver 

in The Mill on the Floss.     

47 According to William Baker, in The Libraries of George Eliot and George Henry Lewes, p. 

100, Eliot owned A New Dictionary of the English Language (1839), edited by Charles 

Richardson.  An online facsimile of this dictionary is available in the Google Books Repository.  

See works cited under Richardson.   

48 A closer examination of that same dictionary shows an astonishing number of synonyms for 

shame in all its forms: contumely, disgrace, dishonour, humiliation, ignominy, infamy, 

profligacy, and the interesting word depudorated (Richardson “Shame” 713).  

49 Of course, in The Mill on the Floss, we see the application of this kind of blame and shame 

toward Maggie by her brother and by the extended Dodson clan; if The Mill on the Floss is as 

autobiographical as John Cross claims, then we have a true picture of the disciplinary style of 

Mary Ann’s family.  

50 Adamson cites a letter from Cara Bray to Sara Hennell that describes how, when Eliot was 

nursing him in his final illness, Evans took “opportunities now of saying kind things to Mary 

Ann, contrary to his wont. Poor girl, it shows how rare they are by the gratitude with which she 

repeats the commonest expressions of kindness” (qtd. in Haight 66).   

51 The note of resentment here is most likely related to Mary Ann’s suspicion that her family 

resented the amount of money her father was spending trying to keep a respectable establishment 

to improve her marriage prospects.  

52 Hughes asks an intriguing question: “Was it coincidence that [Eliot] took [her uncle George’s] 

name as the first half of her writing synonym?” (9). Eliot herself explained that her choice of 

nom-de-plume was based upon G.H. Lewes’s name; but Hughes suggests there is room to 
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understand Eliot’s choice as also unconsciously influenced by her identification with the former 

black sheep of the family. 

53 Eliot’s psychic drama eventually ended with her marriage to John Cross and her reconciliation 

with Isaac, who “held out for his sister to be respectable before he resumed correspondence after 

twenty-odd years” (Harris and Johnson 191).  

54 One cannot escape the irony of her signature, Marian Evans Lewes, a name that captures a 

relationship between herself and her family that never existed in real life. Mary Ann Evans had 

become Marian Evans after her father’s death, as she made her way in London’s literary circles. 

After her elopement with G.H. Lewes, she insisted upon being called Marian Lewes, despite the 

fact that they were not legally married. Her brother did not approve, and cut off contact with her, 

and her father, had he been alive, would no doubt have done the same.     

55 As an adult, Eliot was no fan of didacticism. In her review of George Meredith’s “The Shaving 

of Shagpat” (Leader, 7 (5 Jan 1856), pp. 15-17), she praises Meredith’s ability to produce “deep 

meaning” in his tale while avoiding “didactic thrusting forward of moral lessons . . . Our 

imagination is never chilled by a sense of allegorical intention predominating over poetic 

creation” (Weisenfarth, Writer’s Notebook 256).  Yet, despite Eliot’s stricture, the didactic tone 

of The Linnet’s Life may have affected her narrative voice, especially in her early novels.  

56 As the genre developed quite differently in the U.S., this discussion will center upon the 

development of children’s literature in Britain and Europe. An excellent short summary of the 

topic is Margaret Maxwell’s article, “The Perils of the Imagination: Pre-Victorian Children’s 

Literature and the Critics.” For a book-length illustrated treatment of the development of 

children’s literature, see Peter Hunt, Ed. Children’s Literature: An Illustrated History (1995).   
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57 Newbery is widely regarded as the first commercially successful publisher of children’s books. 

Newbery’s first didactic children’s book, A Little Pretty Pocket-Book (1744), was a best seller. 

He published his most famous children’s book, Goody Two Shoes, in April 1765. The Newbery 

Medal, awarded to the best children’s book published each year, was established in his honor in 

1922. 

58 Locke’s ideas were still current well into the nineteenth century, even if they were not 

attributed to him directly. Take, for example, the 1835 children’s book Praise and Blame by 

Charles Williams, which exemplifies Locke’s advice about the use of praise and blame in moral 

education. In a review in The Evangelical and Missionary Chronicle Vol. 12 (July 1834), the 

book is described as “intended for a younger class of readers . . . Forty one true narratives of 

human actions are made the groundwork of as many commendations or censures [i.e., praise or 

blame] with a view to supply a correct standard of action to the young and tender mind” (328).  

59 Hendrick demonstrates how such children’s books were part of a general effort to construct “a 

particular childhood, narrowly confined to an elite” that would combat the middle class’s “fears 

about the social and political behavior of the working class,” especially factory children 

(Hendrick 38-41).  

60 For the modern reader, the question arises: was such didactic story-telling effective as a form 

of moral education?  The short answer that will suffice for now is yes: research shows that young 

children can learn to make moral judgments far beyond their apparent ability to conceptualize 

moral abstractions, when those judgments are presented in narrative (story) form (Vitz xx).  Of 

course, many educational theorists of the time thought so, and evidently so did Eliot’s father, 

since he bought her the book.   
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12!her blonde cousin Lucy Deane—runs off to the gypsies after pushing Lucy Deane into the 

mud.  

62 Barbara Hardy speculates that George Eliot embedded “coded references” to Isaac in her 

novels, not just so that he would recognize her authorship, but also as a form of “personal appeal 

under cover of fiction” (25).   

63 See Luke 11: 15-32.  

64 For example as described by the following entry from The Ladies’ Repository (June 1858): 

PROCRUSTES' BED.—Procrustes, that is, the Stretcher, was a surname given to a 

famous robber of ancient times, whose proper name was Polyphemon, the 

Hurtful, or Damastes, the Subduer. He was wont to force the strangers who were 

unhappy enough to fall into his hands, into his bed, and if they were either too 

long or too short to exactly fill it, he had their limbs stretched or cut off till they 

were of the precise length. His place of retreat was a cave in Attica, where he was 

eventually slain by Theseus, the great mythological hero of Athens.  A 

"Procrustes' bed," in modern times, is a confession of faith, presided over by two 

wrangling divines, one at the head and the other at the foot, drawing out or 

shortening in the luckless wight who is trying all he can to adapt himself to the 

bed, yet is ever unfortunately finding himself either too long or too short to suit 

the ogres who are holding watch over him. (“Procrustes’ Bed” 369)  

65 For example, Thomas Carlyle used it in describing Schiller’s education, in which he was 

forced into painful conformity with a system “which, like the old giant’s bed, stood there, 
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appointed by superior authority, to be filled alike by the great and the little.” Carlyle describes 

the “grievous” effect upon the young Schiller of being unable to get “beyond the precincts of 

despotism,” in words that could also describe the young Mary Ann Evans: “of an ardent and 

impetuous yet delicate nature, . . . his discontentment devoured him internally” (Carlyle, 

Miscellaneous Writings, “On Schiller”).   

66 The situation does not seem to have improved by 1874, when Cara Bray was trying to get 

some moral tales for children published.  Eliot writes to Cara,  

I fear the fatal fact about your story is the absence of God and Hell. ‘My dear 

madam, you have not presented motives to the children!’ It is really hideous to 

find that those who sit in the scribes' seats have got no farther than the appeal to 

selfishness which they call God. The old Talmudists were better teachers. They 

make Rachel remonstrate with God for his hardness, and remind him that she was 

kinder to her sister Leah than He to his people -- thus correcting the traditional 

God by human sympathy.  However we must put up with our contemporaries 

since we can neither live with our ancestors nor with posterity. (GEL 6.32) 

67 For a fascinating treatment of the emerging psychology of childhood fears in the Victorian era, 

see Sally Shuttleworth’s book The Mind of the Child, especially chapter two. Shuttleworth 

documents the mid-century literary presentation of childhood fears as “incipient insanity” that 

must be nipped in the bud, or controlled by “the power of the will,” so that “a Victorian 

commitment to self-control is here thought to bear on the workings of the unconscious mind” 

(45, 44). Shuttleworth’s examples range from children terrified by images in books (such as 

Apollyon in The Pilgrim’s Progress, or the ghost of Hamlet’s father in an illustrated 

Shakespeare), to Bible stories, to gruesome ghost stories told by elder siblings or nurses. The 
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famous scene in Jane Eyre where Jane is locked in the Red Room is also a central text for this 

idea, in which “Brontë shows how susceptibility has been created by adult injustice” (46). This 

seems similar to George Eliot’s view of Christian dogma (especially “hell and Satan”) as 

terrifying to her as a child.  See worked cited.  

68 Maria Lewis was intimately involved in these events; the real-life counterpart to Janet 

Dempster died in her arms.   

69 Mary Ann’s Aunt and Uncle were Methodists at the time when John Wesley was still the 

leader of the movement, which he envisioned as a reform of the Anglican Church; the 

Methodists did not break away to become their own sect until after John Wesley’s death.   

70 See Rosemarie Bodenheimer, The Real Life of Mary Ann Evans. See works cited.  

71 Rosemary Ashton makes a strong argument for the importance of Spinoza on George Eliot’s 

thought, and indeed upon the thought of other major thinkers of the era, including “The German 

philosophers and poets” (i.e., Strauss, Goethe, and Feuerbach) and J.A. Froude, Comte, Mill, 

Spenser and Lewes (The German Idea 156-7). Ashton asserts that “if George Eliot’s language 

describing her own development, and that used of Dorothea in Middlemarch, were traceable to 

any one source, it would be finally to Spinoza” (157).   

72 Mary Ann wrote that she valued Sand’s novels for her ability to “delineate human passion and 

its results” as well as “some of the moral instincts and their tendencies” (GEL 1.277-8).  G.H. 

Lewes went to France to meet Sand in 1847 (Karl 159).  For Mary Ann’s reading of and 

reactions to the novels of George Sand, see Haight GE 59-60; for a short summary of the 

influence of Sand on Eliot’s novels, see Rignall, “George Sand.”  
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73 Eliot used this typical evangelical trope to Maria Lewis in a letter, “We may with more 

effectual comparison think of the dangers of the Great Ark of the Church in these latter times of 

the deluge of sin” (GEL 1.52).   

74 In the same letter, Eliot lauds the “great power of God manifested” in George Sand’s writing 

(GEL 1.277-8).  This kind of euphoric, religious language was not unusual in Victorians who 

were leaving Christianity for a more secular faith. M.H. Abrams famously noted how the 

Romantics recast Christian themes in the language and imagery of nature. As Andrew H. Miller 

notes, “romanticism made that story newly available for writers later in the century” (22). Miller 

specifically mentions the examples of J.S. Mill and his reading of Wordsworth, and the example 

of Mark Rutherford, whose compared his encounter with Wordsworth’s Lyrical Ballads to “that 

which is said to have been wrought on Paul himself by the Divine apparition” (Rutherford, qtd. 

in Miller 22).  

75 Note that Rousseau highlights the need for “encouragement” rather than “intimidation” at the 

crucial moment: he argues that sympathy rather than blame could have changed the entire 

progression of events. George Eliot did not accept such justification uncritically; her treatment of 

the self-deceiving nature of Arthur Donnithorne, for example, shows a more nuanced 

understanding of the nature of self-justification than Rousseau gives in this passage. 

76 Rousseau openly wrote of a penchant toward sado-masochism, of masturbation and 

homoerotic encounters; of several years in a quasi-incestuous ménage-a-trois with a woman 

whom he called “Maman” (mother); of a long-term affair with a mistress whom he did not intend 

to marry and with whom he fathered five children (all of whom he abandoned at an orphanage); 

and of falling in love with a woman who was herself in an extra-marital affair.  
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77 Hughes cites their friend Bessie Rayner Parkes’ belief that it was so, and the way Maria Lewis 

“objected to the way the two clung together” (Hughes 61).  

78 During this period (March 1845) she also had a brief and unsatisfactory engagement with a 

young painter (see Haight, GE 55-56).  

79 On the trip to Geneva that Mary Ann was to take with the Brays after the death of her father in 

1849, Cara Bray’s lover Edward Noel was one of the intended parties.  J.A. Froede had been 

invited as a possible companion for Mary Ann; perhaps the trip was intended to be the sort of 

sexual menage that the Byron-Shelley circle had maintained in the Swiss Alps, and that Mary 

Ann would soon encounter in the household of John Chapman after her return. Froude declined 

at the last minute citing his impending marriage. Did Mary Ann go to Geneva with the Brays 

after her father’s death, specifically to channel her inner Rousseau?  If so, little wonder John 

Cross tore the pages out of her diaries that covered the years from when she went to Geneva until 

she and G.H. Lewes went abroad to start their new lifelong union.  

80 The enraged public reaction to Froude’s novel (it was burned) resembled the public reaction to 

Rousseau’s Confessions, and Mary Ann’s review seems to be a deliberate comment upon the 

controversy surrounding both Froude and his novel: it had the healing property of opening 

readers’ eyes to the “dubious aspect” of many “chartered respectabilities” in English culture, and 

to the “necessity of recasting the currency of our religion and virtue” (Ashton 15).   

81 When Froude was eventually sent to a tutor and later to Oxford, he finally obtained some 

acceptance and kindness, especially from John Henry Newman, which would only have torn 

Froude’s heart further by dividing his loyalties during the Tractarian controversy. 

82 After John Cross’s highly-etiolated biography of George Eliot was released,White wrote to the 

Athenaeum 28 November 1885  
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to correct an impression which Mr. Cross's book may possibly produce on its 

readers. To put it very briefly, I think he has made her too ‘respectable’ . . . . As 

the matter now stands she has not had full justice done to her, and she has been 

removed from the class -- the great and noble church, if I may so call it -- of the 

Insurgents, to one more genteel, but certainly not so interesting. (qtd. in Haight, 

GEL, 1.xv-xvi) 

83 Mary Wilson Carpenter presents a fascinating treatment of nineteenth century apocalyptic 

discourse in her first chapter, “George Eliot and the School of the Prophets.” Her analysis of 

articles appearing in the Christian Observer is especially interesting, since Mary Ann Evans 

published her first poem in it, “Knowing That I Shortly Must Put Off This Tabernacle” (January 

1840).   

84 The stilted language and self-conscious religiosity of Mary Ann’s letter appear almost as a 

pastiche of religious jargon, but this was typical of her letters to Maria Lewis at this stage. For an 

insightful analysis of Mary Ann’s self-presentation in her letters, see Rosemarie Bodenheimer’s 

The Real Life of Mary Ann Evans. See works cited.  

85 The failure of these prophets to accurately predict the second coming did not seem to dampen 

the enthusiasm for apocalyptic argument: some years later, Dr. John Cumming would be 

“set[ting] up as an interpreter of prophecy” and predicting the end of the world by around 1867; 

Marian Evans was to take him to task in the pages of the Westminster Review (Oct 1855) for the 

“perverted moral judgement” of his “dogmatic system” (Essays 62). A description of his 

activities, according to The Victorian Web: 

 When Cumming was not attacking Catholicism, he was interpreting Old and New 

Testament prophecies about the end of the world. A member of the Historicist 
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school of prophetic interpretation . . . He consequently saw passages in Daniel and 

Revelation played out in everything from the French Revolution to the Irish 

potato famine to the invention of the telegraph and steamship. Above all else, he 

argued that the sixth vial of judgment was poured out in 1820, the seventh 

followed soon after, and the Christian dispensation would come to a glorious end 

in or about 1867. (Ellison and Englehart, n.p.).  

See the Victorian Web for more information, or the article by Ellison and Englehart, “Prophecy 

and Anti-Popery in Victorian London: John Cumming Reconsidered," Victorian Literature and 

Culture 31.1 (2003): 373-389. 

86See Reeves and Gould, Joachim of Fiore and the Myth of the Eternal Evangel in the Nineteenth 

Century, for a detailed book-length discussion of these prophecies, especially as they related to 

the French Revolution.  

87 I.e., the Catholic Church. At this early date, Mary Ann, like most English, is no fan of Rome; 

her views would be enlarged once she began to be exposed to French thought.   

88 In the same letter, Mary Ann asks Maria for the “full name, style and title of Dr. Pearson's 

Essay, with that of its publisher” so she can see “whether my ground had been preoccupied or 

not.” Gordon Haight’s note suggests that this is John Norman Pearson (1787-1865), Critical 

Essay on the Ninth Book of Warburton's Divine Legation of Moses, Hatchard, 1808.  This is a 

little book disputing certain elements of Bishop Warburton’s argument, but there is no chart 

included in its pages; thus Mary Ann’s’s comment, “Your nice miniature chart which I shall 

carefully treasure up has quite satisfied me that Dr. Pearson at least has not realized my 

conceptions” would seem to rule this out. She may have instead been referring to the Rev. Hugh 

Pearson, who won an essay prize at Oxford that was later published as A Dissertation on the 
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Propagation of the Gospel in Asia: in Two Parts. To Which is Appended a Brief History of the 

Progress of the Gospel in Different Nations Since Its First Promulgation; Illustrated by a 

Chronological Chart. Oxford: Oxford UP, 1808.  The attached chart folds out into what appear 

to be three sections. See works cited.  

89 Martha sent GE a table of chronology, and GE replied: “I am delighted with the little compact 

chronological table, the more so that it trenches not on my ground. Who is its author or 

authoress? and whose is the scheme of prophetic interpretation?” (GEL 1.48). According to 

Haight, the work in question is Edward Bickersteth, A Practical Guide to the Prophecies, with 

Reference to Their Interpretation and Fulfilment, 4th ed., London, Seeley and Burnside, 1835; 

6th ed., 1839. The Table of Chronology to which GE refers is in Appendix II. Appendix VI deals 

specifically with The French Revolution  (as the “first four vials” from the book of Revelation, 

then referred to as St. John’s Apocalypse). See works cited.  

90 Isaac Taylor was the brother of Jane and Ann Taylor, the authors of the children’s book The 

Linnet’s Life. Taylor was an engraver by trade, and did the illustrations and plates for The 

Linnet’s Life, as well as for a version of the types of Theophrastus, which he illustrated with 

physiognomic models, providing a character analysis based upon phrenology. I argue in the first 

chapter of this dissertation that The Linnet’s Life—the first gift that GE remembers receiving, at 

age four, from her father—was tremendously influential in forming her moral identity. Taylor 

also did the engravings for a book of the Types of Theophrastus, which he illustrated with 

physiognomic models, providing a character analysis of each type based upon phrenology. I 

suspect that GE’s last book, Impressions of Theophrastus Such, may be a covert reference to 

Taylor’s book, since the illustrations were printed—or impressed—upon the paper by engraved 

copper plates. See works cited.  
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91 Nor was Mary Ann the only one whose faith was disturbed by their scrutiny of Ecclesiastical 

History. The younger Sibrees, Mary and John, were also disturbed: John to the point of later 

resigning his clerical calling. In a note to this letter, Haight cites their unsettling effect upon both 

Mary Ann and Mary Sibree (the future Mrs. John Cash):  

[Isaac] Taylor argues that the church of the 4th century upon which the 

Tractarians sought to graft the institutions of the English church was already 

corrupted with superstition. Mrs. John Cash, daughter of the Rev. John Sibree, 

Nonconformist minister at Coventry, wrote Mr. Cross about Taylor's influence on 

GE: ‘In her first conversations with my father and mother, they were much 

interested in learning in what high estimation she held the writings of Isaac 

Taylor. My father thought she was a little disappointed on hearing that he was a 

Dissenter. She particularly enjoyed his “Saturday Evening,” and spoke in years 

after to me of his “Physical Theory of Another Life,” as exciting thought and 

leading speculation further than he would have desired. When his “Ancient 

Christianity” was published in numbers, Miss Evans took it in, and kindly 

forwarded the numbers to us. From the impression made on my own mind by 

unfavourable facts about “The Fathers,” and from her own subsequent references 

to this work, I am inclined to think it had its influence in unsettling her views of 

Christianity. (Cross, I, 71-72.)  

92 The term “visible church” is an acknowledgement that church membership does not 

necessarily indicate salvation, since most Protestant doctrine at the time embraced the idea of 

predestination, the idea that God has chosen some people to save, and that the rest were not 
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saved. This issue of election would become a major stumbling block to George Eliot, and she 

explores the implications in Silas Marner.  

93 The “prize essay” by John Hoppus was Schism, As Opposed to Unity in the Church: Especially 

in the Present Time (1838). Milner’s History of the Church of Christ was a massive work in five 

volumes, minutely reporting the various divisions, controversies, and heresies in the history of 

Christianity, from the time of the first apostles up to the Reformation. Joseph Milner published 

the first three volumes between 1794 and 1809; his brother Isaac continued the series after 

Joseph’s death with two more volumes by 1810, when he revised the entire series. Several 

authors took it upon themselves to extend the history through the Protestant Reformation. The 

series was immensely popular, with new editions printed every few years, such as that in “four 

volumes” published in London in 1834 by Thomas Cadell. Abridgements were also popular for 

schools. See Google Books for samples of the incredible variety of editions.  

94 This prompt was appended to the first part of the essay, as required by the terms of the contest. 

See Google Books for several editions of the essay. See works cited.  

95 She eventually relented, agreeing to attend church with her father if she could think what she 

liked privately.  

96 “It is in the Liber Concordia where the theory of the three status [stages] is most fully set out;” 

Joachim argued that the emerging mendicant monastic orders were the [secret] front runners of 

the third stage, beginning with St. Benedict, and that through them God would challenge the 

corruption of the currently-existing priesthood and monastic orders (Reeves and Gould 18). 

Joachim’s Expositio is a commentary on the book of Revelation, known at that time by the name 

of St. John’s Apocalypse, in which St. John was described as the apostle and prophet of this new 

Age of the Spirit. Many of Joachim’s ideas were appropriated, and false works were attributed to 
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him by followers, including “a fanatical Franciscan Joachite, Gerard of Borgo San Donnino,” 

who collected these false tales and glossed them (8). In 1254, Gerard “announced in Paris that 

the Old and New Testaments were now utterly abrogated and that all authority had passed to the 

Third Testament, the Eternal Evangel (or Everlasting Gospel)” (8). This announcement caused a 

furor in the Church that eventually led to a Papal condemnation of Gerard, but the teaching was 

not successfully suppressed. 

97 This caused a crisis in the church, and the Pope investigated and ruled the idea heretical.  

98 Reeves and Gould provide a summary:  

From the thirteenth century, knowledge of Joachim was disseminated by 

chroniclers interested in his reputation as prophet or heretic; by groups claiming 

to fulfill his prophecies, notably, but not exclusively, the Franciscan Order, by 

circulating prophetic texts, and by later Joachimites . . . In the Renaissance period 

a number of genuine and pseudo-Joachimist texts were published and prophetic 

texts, especially on the Angelic Pope and Last World Emporor—by this time the 

two chief figures in the pseudo-Joachimist scenario—were widely circulated . . . 

Prophetic anthologies were popular [here they mention several]. 

 Besides these popularizing accounts, a “local cult” surrounding Joachim continued in Italy 

(Calambria and Naples). “Two biographies were constructed in the seventeeth century,” and a 

commentary with the goal of defending Joachim “as a true prophet” who had “accurately 

prophesied the advent of the Society of Jesus [Jesuits]” (12-14).  “The argument runs that this 

tradition was passed on in the seventeenth century by the Ranters, Muggletonians, and 

Philadelphians, and in the eighteenth century by the followers of William Law, Behemists, 

Swedenborgians, and Universal Restorationists,” and “the Illuminist sects, Rosicrucians, and 
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Freemasons” as well; who each “appropriated the phrase ‘Everlasting Gospel’ for their own 

purposes” (Reeves and Gould 12, 34-35). What they do not mention is that Robert Mackay, 

author of The Progress of the Intellect, had also written about Joachim in his 1866-67 tract, The 

Eternal Gospel; or, The Idea of Christian Perfectibility. A Tract, in Two Parts, pp. 32-39. This 

was while Eliot was writing The Spanish Gypsy.   

 

99 Gould and Reeves mention accounts of Joachim in some early nineteenth century 

ecclesiastical histories, including Richard Clarke’s Prophetic Records of the Christian Era, 

Sacred, Moral, and Political (1812), and An Ecclesiastical History (1806), an English translation 

of the German professor J.L. Mosheim’s Institutionum Historiae Ecclesiasticae (1755). 

“Mosheim was an important source for Lessing and in the nineteenth century, in Maclaine’s 

translation, was used extensively by English writers” (27). Mosheim was also a source for Joseph 

Milner. What they do not mention is that Robert Mackay, author of The Progress of the Intellect, 

had also written about Joachim in his 1866-67 tract, The Eternal Gospel; or, The Idea of 

Christian Perfectibility. A Tract, in Two Parts, pp. 32-39.  

100  Perhaps surprisingly, the failure of the first French Revolution had not dampened the 

prophetic fervor of many of these enthusiasts for a coming new age of the Spirit, although the 

role of Christianity in that new age was debated. What was not debated among this group, at 

least at this time, was the necessity of some sort of religion as a foundation of society. Reeves 

and Gould trace the labyrinthine path through which the news of the Eternal Evangel reached 

Comte: through Lessing, who influenced the disciples of Saint Simon and eventually Comte. 

Schelling also discovered it through reading the History of the Christian Religion and the Church 

(1841), published by German scholar Dr. A. Neander.  
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101 Here Reeves and Gould seem to assume that Mary Ann read it in English, but she was fluent 

enough in French to have read it in that language.  

102 The 1850 contest, sponsored by George Baillie, was announced in the Leader on 28 

September; Sara was announced as the winner in the Leader (25 January 1851, p. 80).  The essay 

was to expound on the doctrine of the antichrist, from the text of I John 2.18: “Little children, it 

is the last time: and as ye have heard that antichrist shall come, even now there are many 

antichrists; whereby we know that it is the last time” (KJV). The contest sponsor, George Baillie, 

had promised to print the winning essay, but it was delayed again and again. Finally, in 1857, 

Sara won second place in another of Baillie’s essay contests on the topic, "Did Christ predict the 

Last Day of Judgment?" and Baillie printed Sara’s essay as The Early Christian Anticipation of 

an Approaching End of the World, and Its Bearing upon the Character of Christianity as a 

Divine Revelation, London, George Manwaring, [Coventry printed], 1860. Included in this text 

was a revised and expanded edition of the antichrist essay from 1851, indicated by the subtitle 

Including an Investigation into the Primitive Meaning of the Antichrist and Man of Sin; and an 

Examination of the Argument of the Fifteenth Chapter of Gibbon. See GEL 1.162, 4.472, and 

6.87.  Sara’s essay is available on Google Books. See works cited.  

103 The translation was by C. Cocks, published by “Messrs Longman & Co.” in London in 1846. 

The same translator also published Michelet’s History of the French Revolution in 1847.  

104 Exactly when the church got off track is another issue. Michelet argues in his History of the 

French Revolution that the apostle Paul is responsible for introducing the idea of predestination 

and election into Christianity, so that the simple religion preached by Jesus was almost 

immediately corrupted. Quinet attributes it mainly to St. Augustine and Calvin.   
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105 The dynamic of Cain and Abel is much the same as Jacob and Esau: in the Bible, God 

declared an apparently arbitrary preference, “Jacob I loved, but Esau I hated” (Malachi 1.2-3; see 

also Romans 9.13-14, where the apostle Paul uses this verse to argue that God is not unjust, 

despite his apparent arbitrariness).  

106 For Quinet, the New World, and especially America, was the example of this process. He 

devotes a chapter of his book to the New World, tracing the prophecies of Christopher 

Columbus, who declared, ‘I say that the Holy Ghost acts in Christians, Jews, Moors, and all 

other sects. Neither mathematics nor maps will suffice me for the execution of the enterprise of 

the Indies; but the word of Isaiah is fulfilled’ (qtd. in Quinet 116). 

107 Rosemary Ashton quotes Eliot’s journal during that time: “24 Dec. …copied Goethe’s 

Discourse on Shakespeare. Read, at dinner, his wonderful observations on Spinoza. Particularly 

struck with the beautiful modesty of the passage in which he says he cannot presume to say that 

he thoroughly understands Spinoza” (Eliot, qtd. in Ashton German Idea 167).  

108 See the preface to the published version of Eliot’s translation. The manuscript of Eliot’s 

translation of the Ethics also includes “nine leaves in Lewes’s hand titled ‘Notes and Additions 

to the Theologico-Political Tractate.’ This consists of twenty-two notes; nine are translations of 

some of Spinoza’s notes to the Tractatus, thirteen are comparisons by Lewes between pages in 

the Tractatus and sections of the Ethics” (v). Spinoza, Benedict. Ethics. Ed. Thomas Deegan, 

Trans. George Eliot.  See works cited.  

109 For example, Michael Kirschner argues that there was a Victorian Spinozan “revival” that 

was an important contribution to the “Victorian frame of mind,” despite the fact that “Spinoza’s 

name does not even appear in the index of [Walter] Houghton’s fine book” (2). Kirschner’s 
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treatment of the topic is comprehensive; I am indebted to him, along with Rosemary Ashton and 

Moira Gatens, for much of the material in this section.  

110 From Spinoza’s TP Chapter XIV:  

I accuse [those] sectaries . . . [who] adapting the words of Scripture to their own 

opinions . . . . refuse to allow this same liberty to others, and persecute everyone 

who disagrees with them, no matter how righteous and steadfast in true virtue he 

may be, as an enemy of God; while those who agree with them, no matter how 

lacking in character, they cherish as God’s elect. A course more wicked and more 

disastrous for the state it is quite impossible to imagine . . . . The true enemies of 

Christ are those who persecute righteous and justice-loving men for disagreeing 

with their views and not joining them in defending the same dogmas of faith. 

(Wernham 111, 117)    

111Reed writes about G.H. Lewes’s familiarity with Spinoza:  

 It is widely believed that the nineteenth-century resurgence of Spinozist 

thinking—especially as related to pantheism and the unity of the mind and 

body—arose from theological discussions sparked by such ‘left Hegelians’ as 

Feuerbach and David Strauss in the 1830s and 1840s. Supposedly G.H. Lewes in 

the early 1840s was the first in nineteenth-century England to write seriously on 

Spinoza; Marian Evans followed, with an unpublished translation of The Ethics . . 

. . [but] Lewes heard of Spinoza in discussions with a group of artisans he met 

through Leigh Hunt in the 1830s. Leigh Hunt was one of the exiled Shelley’s 

literary contacts back in England and he knew of Shelley’s translation of 

Spinoza’s Tracticus (Reed 48-49).  
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112 Lewes was introduced to Spinoza in 1836 “through the Jew watchmaker Cohn…who often 

joined the students’ club in Red Lion Square to discuss Spinozism” (Redinger 242). Lewes 

subsequently became “one of Spinoza’s main champions to the Victorians” (Kischner 3). He 

wrote unsigned articles on Spinoza in the Penny Cyclopedia (1843), and wrote a long article on 

Spinoza for the Westminster Review (May 1843), as well as writing chapters on Spinoza in his 

book Biographical History of Philosophy (1845). He also published a long article on Spinoza in 

the Fortnightly Review in 1866. Others in Lewes’s circle wrote about Spinoza: J.A. Froude 

published two articles on Spinoza, one in July 1855 in the Westminster Review, shortly before 

Eliot began to write; William Hale White wrote essays and eventually published his own 

translation of the Ethics after George Eliot’s death.  

113 She is loosely quoting the article “Annecdotes of the Revolution” from the Examiner 4 March 

1848. The anecdote is taken from the Democratie Pacifique:  

On taking the Tuileries the people found a magnificent image of Christ in 

sculpture. The people stopped and saluted it . . . The people took the Christ and 

bore it solemnly to the church St. Roch. ‘Citizens, off with your hats. Salute 

Christ!’ said the people; and everybody reclined in a religious sentiment. Noble 

people, who respect all that is sacred. Noble people, who bless the Being who 

proclaimed the law of universal fraternity! (155) 

114 Here Mary Ann seems to be working on a natural history of English life, long before she 

wrote her essay in the July 1856 Westminster Review on “The Natural History of German Life.” 

In this letter to John Sibree on March 8, 1848, she contrasts the French working class with the 

English:  
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Our working classes are eminently inferior to the mass of the French people. In 

France, the mind of the people is highly electrified—they are full of ideas on 

social subjects—they really desire social reform . . . The revolutionary anumus 

extended over the entire nation, and embraced the rural population.” In contrast, 

in England the revolutionary animus has only touched “the artisans of the towns. 

Here there is so much larger a proportion of selfish radicalism and unsatisfied, 

brute sensuality (in the agricultural and mining districts especially) than of 

perception or desire for justice.  

115 Space prevents an in-depth treatment of the apocalyptic language in Carlyle; but for an 

extended treatment, from which the quotes in this paragraph are a small sample, see Andrew 

Swift’s unpublished 1981 dissertation Carlyle, Tennyson, and the Apocalyptic Tradition, 

available online. See works cited.  

116 She read Carlyle along with along with Edmund Burke’s Reflections on the Revolution in 

France.  

117 For example, George Woodcock traces the effect of the French Revolution on the meaning of 

the word revolution in Britain, as well as the contested use of words such as liberty and Jacobin.  

The widely read moralist, Hannah More (whom Eliot revered during her Evangelical phase but 

later came to detest), wrote in her anti-revolutionary tract, The History of Mr. Fantom (1795), 

“The connection of Jacobinism with impiety is inseparable . . . The reason is obvious. There are 

restraints in both; there is subordination in both. In both cases the hatred arises from aversion to a 

superior” (More, qtd. in Hole 36). Elsewhere in the tract, More depicts Mr. Fantom, the English 

Jacobin, as unfeeling and hypocritical, and describes him as “covetous and proud, selfish and 

conceited…Selfishness was his governing principle” (More 1).  
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118 Cross’s argument that the passages he cites demonstrate Eliot’s conservative bent seems 

contradicted by an earlier remark in the same passage from Theophrastus Such, where the 

narrator describes himself as “given to meditative if not active innovation” (Eliot, qtd. Cross 3). 

Of course, part of the conflict in England in the immediate aftermath of the regicide in France 

was the definition of treason: was “meditative innovation” the same as “active innovation”?  

119 However, Cross’s conclusion could be his way of trying to secure Eliot’s future reputation by 

downplaying the radical elements in her personality and life choices.  

120 We hear echoes here of Maggie Tulliver insisting to her brother Tom that he cannot judge for 

her, and of Tom insisting that Maggie transfer her right of judgment to him and to her father.  

121 These atrocities included murder, genocide, mass deportation, the tearing open of pregnant 

women’s wombs, and the desecration of the dead: all the kinds of horrors that the English 

associated with the Terror in France.  

122 Like Amos Barton, the prophet Amos was criticized and exiled by the corrupt priesthood at 

Bethel, because he was only a shepherd, not a professional prophet. See Amos 10:7-17.  

123 According to shame theorist Silvan Tomkins, shunning is a form of social power that acts to 

“maintain a hierarchical relationship,” and in order to “maintain aloofness” one “will have to 

resort to contempt of the other. Contempt is the mark of the oppressor . . . . [And is] used 

frequently and with approbation in a hierarchically organized society in order to maintain 

distance between individuals [or] classes” (qtd. in Sedgwick, Shame and Its Sisters 139). 

124 In affect theory, this revulsion is called “dis-smell,” closely related to shame; see Goffman 

and Tomkins in works cited.  

125 As per Cooley’s concept of the “looking-glass self;” see works cited.  
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126 Eliot was reading Little Dorrit as it came out; she refers to Mrs. Plornish in her criticism of 

Dickens in her review of “The Natural History of German Life,” which she wrote while Little 

Dorrit was appearing. Little Dorrit was issued in monthly parts for nineteen issues beginning in 

December 1855 through June 1857 (the last issue was a double issue). Scenes of Clerical Life 

was serialized in Blackwood’s Edinburgh Magazine from January 1857 through October 1857. 

Thus, although the ending of Little Dorrit had yet to be published, the plot development of 

Tattycoram was mostly complete by the time Eliot wrote “Mr. Gilfil’s Love Story.”  

127 I noticed the possible connection between the two characters independently of Gray’s 

analysis; my focus on blame and shame extends Gray’s argument to the political arena, and 

connects it to Eliot’s larger project.  

128 Andrew Thompson argues that Caterina Sarti’s struggles also mirror the struggles of Italy for 

autonomy from Austria during the revolutionary period. Gothic novels were often set in Italy, 

and “Sir Christopher returns from Italy with various art treasures [including Caterina] and begins 

remodeling Cheverel Manor in the Palladian style” (Thompson 14). See works cited.    

129 This description of the intricate and vexed relations between Caterina, Wybrow, and Gilfil 

reflects the changing power dynamics in France during the meeting of the Parlements, in which 

promises were made to the third estate, only to have them retracted.     

130 The Gothic mode is uniquely suited for such a critique. Jerrold Hogle describes the Gothic’s 

“first widely popular use during and after the French Revolution,” and notes the way that these 

fictions “hesitate between the revolutionary and the conservative” (Hogle, “Introduction,” 13).  

By “juxtaposing potential revolution and possible reaction,” the Gothic leaves the tension 

between these two extremes “far less resolved than the conventional endings in most of these 

works claim them to be” (13). Hogle quotes the Marquis de Sade that the Gothic was “the 
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inevitable product of the revolutionary shocks with which the whole of Europe resounded (12-

13).”  

131 When she settled in London to undertake her editorial duties at the Westminster Review, Eliot 

asked the Brays to send her “My Shakespeare, Goethe, Byron and Wordsworth” (GEL 2.25). 

132 Consider, for example, Shelley’s notes in his banned poem Queen Mab, which shows the 

influence of Spinoza upon Shelley’s thinking: “A true psychology would recognize motives as 

nothing more than complex causes, and laws of cause and effect would become discernable. 

Where actions seem to be without causes, he said, ‘these are the effects of causes with which we 

are unacquainted’ (qtd. in Reed 45-46). 

133 Robert Miles notes that “Wollstonecraft uses ‘gothic’ seven times in A Vindication of the 

Rights of Men, each instance bringing out another negative sense of chivalry” (47).  

134 Review: Selections from the Writings of T.  Carlyle. (27 Oct 1855) Leader. 

135 The poisoned garment is probably a reference to the poisoned tunic of Nessus, which burned 

Hercules to death. This simile plays on the idea that shame burns like fire—a trope that Eliot 

uses to great effect in Adam Bede. 

136 Under sufficient humiliation and provocation, shame can turn to violence in what sociologist 

Thomas Scheff calls a “shame-rage cycle” (xi). 

137 Consider the following lines: 

When slumbering Freedom roused by high Disdain 

With giant fury burst her triple chain! 

Fierce on her front the blasting Dog-star glowed; 

Her banners, like a midnight meteor, flowed; 

Amid the yelling of the storm-rent skies 
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She came, and scattered battles from her eyes! 

Then Exultation waked the patriot-fire 

And swept with wild hand the Tyrtsean lyre: 

Red from the Tyrant's wound I shook the lance, 

And strode in joy the reeking plains of France! (lines 17-26) 

Consider also the following quotes:  

 “Whether we consider the French revolution as a meteor which, though vivid in its 

corruscations, blazes only to expire." Monthly Review 33.166  (1800). 

 “If ever there was a subject on which the wand of the enchanter was a rod of iron, it was 

that of the French revolution. The time is yet fresh in our memory, when whoever hesitated to 

admire the gleams of the new meteor spreading over the horizon, was deemed unworthy of life” 

(n.p.).  Charles Taylor, Literary Panorama (1812).  

 “All the most cultivated and most generous spirits of the country looked to the meteor 

that had risen with joy and hope; and, alas, but too many of them fondly clung to their hope 

when it was truly a desperate one” (183).  Charles MacFarlane, The French Revolution (1844).  

138 See, for example, Percy Bysshe Shelley’s poem, “Fragment: Supposed To Be An 

Epithalamium Of Francis Ravaillac And Charlotte Corday;” see also Julia Kavanagh, The 

History of Women in France (1850), and Jules Michelet, Les Femmes de la Révolution (1854).  

For a treatment of depictions of Charlotte Corday in art, see Melman, chapter one.  

139 If read as a political allegory, Eliot may be arguing that the love of Englishmen for their 

country and constitution would overcome any real danger from violence that might be provoked 

by unjust actions; and that the nature of the political corruption plaguing England at the time (the 
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sale of rotten boroughs) would eventually be its own undoing. Here Eliot has the benefit of 

hindsight, since she was writing after the First Reform Act had been passed. 

140 We know that Eliot was reading Little Dorrit as it came out in parts, because she criticized 

Dickens for his inauthentic psychology in Little Dorrit in her essay the “Natural History of 

German Life.” 

141 I noticed the possible connection between the two characters independently of Gray’s 

analysis; my focus on blame and shame extends Gray’s argument to the political arena, and 

connects it to Eliot’s larger project.  

142 Some biographers have suggested that Eliot’s sister Chrissey was the family ideal. I think that 

the character of Lucy from The Linnet’s Life was that ghostly ideal that Eliot could never live up 

to; in The Mill on the Floss, there are several Lucies mentioned that Maggie Tulliver identifies 

with. See Chapter Five of this dissertation.  

143 Reed writes about Spinoza’s influence on G.H. Lewes: 

It is widely believed that the nineteenth-century resurgence of Spinozist 

thinking—especially as related to pantheism and the unity of the mind and 

body—arose from theological discussions sparked by such ‘left Hegelians’ as 

Feuerbach and David Strauss in the 1830s and 1840s . . . . [However,] G.H. 

Lewes heard of Spinoza in discussions with a group of artisans he met through 

Leigh Hunt in the 1830s. Leigh Hunt was one of the exiled Shelley’s literary 

contacts back in England and he knew of Shelley’s translation of Spinoza’s 

Tracticus. (Reed 48-49) 

 Lewes subsequently wrote unsigned articles on Spinoza in the Penny Cyclopedia (1843), and 

wrote a long article on Spinoza for the Westminster Review (May 1843), as well as writing 
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chapters on Spinoza in his book Biographical History of Philosophy (1845). He also published a 

long article on Spinoza in the Fortnightly Review in 1866.  

144 Mary Willson Carpenter argues that Adam Bede is structured according to the Anglican 

lectionary readings surrounding the Feast of John the Baptist (June 24): the first twenty-one 

chapters take place from June 18 to June 24, 1799, or the week preceeding and culminating in 

the Feast of John the Baptist” (33). Carpenter reads the text as constructing Dinah Morris as 

fulfilling in an ironic, subversive fashion the role of Prophetess: “‘What come ye out for to see?  

A Prophetess? Yes, I say to you, and more than a prophetess’—an uncommon pretty young 

woman” (AB, qtd. in Carpenter 34).  Carpenter contrasts Dinah’s role as prophetess with the 

lesson that Adam needs to learn from the lectionary: “We may read the first twenty-one chapters 

of Adam Bede, then, as a narrative exegesis of the first lesson for John the Baptist’s Day” (35).  

145 For many centuries, St. Bede was practically the sole source of early English history, since 

many of the manuscripts and sources he collated were subsequently lost or destroyed by fire. As 

a historian of the English church, Bede based his historical framework upon the writings of St. 

Augustine of Hippo. The Six Ages of the World (or Seven or Eight, depending on one’s view of 

the millennium) became a very influential schema, so that many subsequent histories of the 

world were organized according to this system, including the Nuremberg Chronicle, c. 1493. See 

St. Augustine, On Catechising of the Uninstructed; and St. Bede, Commentary on Genesis. 

146 Mackay’s book in two volumes explained the development of human intellectual history by 

analyzing the mythology of two civilizations: the Greeks and the Hebrews. Eliot derived much of 

her theorizing about the role of myth in culture from Mackay.  

147 It will also demonstrate that Eliot believed, as did Bede, that the moral and intellectual 

progress of the individual follows the same stages as the development of the race; so the 
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mythological historiography of England that she charts, following Bede’s Six Ages of the World, 

is also the historiography of her own spiritual development.  

148 “It is fundamental to Bede’s thinking that the events narrated in the Old Testament happened 

according to the letter of the text. Therefore, the first task of the commentator on the Bible was to 

understand its literal meaning,” before the other levels of interpretation were used (Kendall 5).  

149 Here is the passage in John Calvin’s Commentary on the Book of Genesis that deals with the 

story of Cain and Abel. Calvin had emphasized that God’s choice in election is not based upon 

any merit or lack thereof. All of the following is an interpretation of Cain’s motives, not 

contained in scripture. Calvin wrote: 

 But unto Cain and to his offering [God] had not respect. It is not to be 

doubted, that Cain conducted himself as hypocrites are accustomed to do; namely, 

that he wished to appease God, as one discharging a debt, by external sacrifices, 

without the least intention of dedicating himself to God . . . When God sees such 

hypocrisy, combined with gross and manifest mockery of himself; it is not 

surprising that he hates it, and is unable to bear it; whence also it follows, that he 

rejects with contempt the works of those who withdraw themselves from him . . . .  

 And Cain was very wroth. In this place it is asked, whence Cain 

understood that his brother’s oblations were preferred to his?  . . . . He saw that it 

was better with his brother than with himself; thence he inferred, that God was 

pleased with his brother, and displeased with himself. We know also, that to 

hypocrites nothing seems of greater value, nothing is more to their heart’s content, 

then earthly blessing. Moreover, in the person of Cain is portrayed to us the 

likeness of a wicked man, who yet desires to be esteemed just, and even arrogates 
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to himself the first place among saints. Such persons truly, by external works, 

strenuously labor to deserve well at the hands of God; but, retaining a heart 

inwrapped in deceit, they present to him nothing but a mask; so that, in their 

labourious and anxious religious worship, there is nothing sincere, nothing but 

mere pretense.  

 When they afterwards see that they gain no advantage, they betray the 

venom of their minds; for they not only complain against God, but break forth in 

manifest fury, so that, if they were able, they would gladly tear him down from 

his heavenly throne . . . . Their impiety alone hinders God from being reconciled 

unto them; but they wish to bargain with God on their own terms. When this is 

denied, they burn with furious indignation, which, though conceived against God, 

they cast forth upon his children. Thus, when Cain was angry with God, his fury 

was poured forth on his unoffending brother. (http://www.ccel.org/ccel/calvin/ 

calcom01.x.i.html).  

 

150 The phrase “divine yea and nay” recalls Thomas Carlyle’s Everlasting No and Everlasting 

Yes from Sartor Resartus. The “inexorable law of consequences” refers to Spinoza’s doctrine of 

necessity, as he expounds it in the Ethics. 

151 I must mention here that Bede made many anti-Semitic comments in his commentaries and 

histories, which I deplore, and which I ignore for the sake of the present argument. In my 

discussion of Daniel Deronda later in this dissertation, however, it will be clearly relevant, and I 

will suggest it is one reason why Deronda and Mordecai believe they must leave England for 

Israel.  
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152 The Six Ages was as a concept was first enunciated by St. Augustine of Hippo, and widely 

spread throughout Western culture. Bede describes it in his On Genesis, the first chapter of 

which was often appended to translations of Bede’s Ecclesiastical History, specifically because 

of Bede’s discussion of the Ages of the World. See Kendall, Bede: On Genesis (2008). In 1845, 

J.A. Giles published a partial English translation of Bede’s writings, The Biographical Writings 

and Letters of Venerable Bede, James Bohn, London, 1845; pp. 219-296. In an appendix is 

included Bede’s Chronicle of the Ages of the World. Giles also published, in 1849, a translation 

of Bede’s The Ecclesiastical History of England, to which Giles appended a translation of the 

Anglo-Saxon Chronicle.     

153 For a discussion of the four levels of biblical hermeneutics and their relation to ideology, see 

Frederick Jameson’s The Political Unconscious 29-32.    

154 “The six world ages are primarily associated with the North African theologian St 

Augustine of Hippo (354–430). Augustine played a prominent role in developing 

and popularising the six-age model . . . The divisions that Bede proposed for the six ages of 

historical time in De temporibus, as reproduced in the table above, are entirely traditional and 

derive directly from Augustine” (Darby 22).  

155 Susan Royal notes that the universal true church for Bede was the Roman Catholic Church [as 

opposed to the Celtic Church] and for Foxe was the Protestant Church [as opposed to the 

Catholic]” (43).  

156 As Peter Darby writes, “Chapter 16 of De temporibus represents Bede’s earliest 

comprehensive discussion of the world ages theme. He returned to this subject many times 

throughout his career, and it has been described as Bede’s ‘favourite doctrine.’” (Darby 21). See 

works cited.  
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157 Bede’s practice was to include quotes from earlier sources like St. Augustine, and then to 

elaborate upon them, augmenting with his own thoughts, comparing other sources, and even 

correcting what he thought was in error. When Bede does not distinguish his own opinion from 

Augustine, I quote Augustine; if a point is particular to Bede, I quote Bede. See Peter Darby, 

Bede at the End of Time (2012) for an excellent discussion of Bede’s methods and in particular 

his eschatological researches.  

158 Augustine spends many, many chapters of the City of God trying to explaining this archetypal 

triad between God, the City of God, and the City of men, with its complicated notions of 

predestination, will, and grace. For example, Augustine writes: 

After having presented the two cities, the one founded in the material good of this 

world, the other in hope in God, but both starting from a common gate opened in 

Adam into this mortal state, and both running on and running out to their proper 

and merited ends, Scripture begins to reckon the times, and in this reckoning 

includes other generations, making a recapitulation from Adam, out of whose 

condemned seed, as out of one mass handed over to merited damnation, God 

made some vessels of wrath to dishonor and others vessels of mercy to honor; in 

punishment rendering to the former what is due, in grace giving to the latter what 

is not due: in order that by the very comparison of itself with the vessels of wrath, 

the heavenly city, which sojourns on earth, may learn not to put confidence in the 

liberty of its own will, but may hope to call on the name of the Lord God. For 

will, being a nature which was made good by the good God, but mutable by the 

immutable, because it was made out of nothing, can both decline from good to do 
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evil, which takes place when it freely chooses, and can also escape the evil and do 

good, which takes place only by divine assistance. (City of God XV.21)  

159 Not only because the evil descendents of Cain might corrupt the godly descendents of 

Abel/Seth, but also because the descendents of Cain will hate and persecute the godly, just as 

Cain made Abel the first martyr. There is in Augustine, as there is in Bede, a very distinct sense 

of persecution, no doubt shaped by the experiences of the early Christians during the ten periods 

of persecution by the Roman Emperors, before Christianity became the state religion of Rome in 

the era of Constantine. Almost all ecclesiastical histories of the early church are organized in this 

way. The same sense of persecution arose again in the Protestant tradition when they broke from 

the Catholic Church. Foxe’s Book of Martyrs, which alongside Bede’s history is a foundational 

document for the identity of the English church, details the trials of the first martyrs, and then the 

Protestant martyrs. For a fascinating treatment of Bede and Foxe in the development of English 

national identity, see Susan Royal’s unpublished dissertation, works cited.   

160 For Augustine, the greatest good is to be captivated by the spiritual beauty of God, expressed 

either in chasity or in marriage to another one of the elect; such a marriage is not motivated by 

“lust” or “pride,” but by a divine “charity or attachment” (CG XV.23-23). The passage in 

Augustine is indeed rather beautiful:  

But if the Creator is truly loved, that is, if He Himself is loved and not another 

thing in His stead, He cannot be evilly loved; for love itself is to be 

ordinately loved, because we do well to love that which, when we love it, makes 

us live well and virtuously. So that it seems to me that it is a brief but true 

definition of virtue to say, it is the order of love; and on this account, in 

the Canticles, the bride of Christ, the city of God, sings,  
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‘Order love within me’ (Song of Songs 2:4). It was the order of this love, then, 

this charity or attachment, which the sons of God disturbed when they 

forsook God, and were enamored of the daughters of men. (CG XV.22).  

161 Augustine argues that while this worldly type of beauty is “good,” since it is “indeed God’s 

handiwork,” it is only a “temporal, carnal, and lower kind of good” that even the “wicked” can 

possess (CG VX.22).  

162 The monastic assumptions of this plot are manifold: that celibacy is the highest spiritual state; 

that the fleshly beauty of women tempt men to compromise their spiritual state; that before the 

fall it was possible for Adam and Eve to have sex without lust; that the motivation for sex for the 

married godly couple is procreation. For example, in Bede’s Commentary On Genesis he writes:  

“It seems, therefore, that as long as the offspring of the race of Seth had not 

commingled with the offspring of Cain, they preserved the standard of their 

chastity unimpaired. But after slipping into lust they united themselves to the 

cursed offspring of wicked women, and then, when the grace of their chaste 

minds had been corrupted, they began to be sharers of his curse. (Book 2, p. 169)  

163 See by way of example, the review of Adam Bede in the Methodist journal The London 

Quarterly Review 16 (July 1861), in which the reviewer declares that it is a “novel half immoral, 

half Dissenting; a tale of seduction, relieved by Methodist sermons and prayers!”  The reviewer 

objects the how “the skill of an accomplished author . . . puts guilt and responsibility out of sight 

. . . [by] a minute unhealthy analysis of feelings and impulses, to which the action of the will is 

made insubordinate” (qtd. in Adam Bede Appendix D, 616).  

164 Kischner argues that Eliot’s “mind and imagination were not being extended primarily on the 

formal aspects of the novel” but rather on its “intellectual and philosophical burden” (28).  
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165 “Sihon king of the Amorites” was a giant, ancestor to the Philistines, the notorious enemies of 

the Israelites in the Old Testament (of which Goliath the giant is the most famous Biblical 

example). “Og the king of Bashan” was also a giant and an ancestor of Israel’s other archenemy, 

the Canaanites.  The book of Joshua tells of the conquest of the land of Canaan, in which God 

commands—and assists—the Israelites to completely annihilate the inhabitants and take the land 

for themselves.  

166 Methodism began as a reform movement within the Anglican Church, with John Wesley as its 

leader.  

167 Spoils or booty often translated into the idea of “God's glory” in the Christian teaching in 

Eliot's day. Eliot had little patience with those who would use zeal for God’s glory to further 

their own selfish ends, and Joshua Rann was no exception. Augustine suggests that this is why 

God rejected Cain: Cain “divided [his sacrifice] wickedly, giving something of his own to God, 

but keeping himself for himself . . . with a perverse heart” (qtd. in On Genesis 2.144).  

168 This is an argument for “auricular confession” (confessing aloud to someone else), one of the 

tenets of the Catholic tradition that the Tractarian movement wanted to re-introduce into the 

Anglican Church. One of the advantages of telling someone else about temptations and sins is 

that putting them into words helps a “clear idea” of them to form, a precondition for being able 

to master them, according to Spinoza. In Scenes of Clerical Life, both Caterina and Janet benefit 

from being able to confess their sins and temptations to a sympathetic clergyman. In Adam Bede, 

Arthur’s unwillingness to confess his temptation to Rev. Irwine contributes to (and may even be 

said to be the cause of) his moral indecision, which ends in him seducing Hetty. While the 

Anglican service did include a “General Confession,” “in which the congregation kneels and 

admits to having ‘followed too much the devices and desires of our hearts,’” it was too easy to 
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go through the motions of such a church ritual with an unrepentant heart, as Hetty does in 

Chapter Eighteen (AB 261 and note 1). Likewise, the “Absolution” that Rev. Irwine proclaims 

from the pulpit falls on Hetty’s “deaf ears” (261).   

169  See Michael Billig for an extended discussion of how repression can be created in 

conversation.  

170 God’s humiliating rejection of Cain’s sacrifice preyed upon Cain’s mind, and no doubt every 

time Cain encountered Abel, he was reminded of his shame, until he actually murdered Abel.  

171 In this Adam is like Joshua Rann, who identifies closely with the Anglican Church and views 

Methodists as an enemy. Compare Impressions of Theophrastus Such, in the essay “Looking 

Backward,” in which the narrator remembers his father, “In all respects I considered him a parent 

so much to my honour, that the mention of my relationship was likely to secure me regard among 

those to whom I was otherwise a stranger” (20).  

172 Eliot insisted in a letter to Blackwood that the belief in the willow wand was “an important 

feature of Adam’s character,” and that he believed in it “with awed belief to his dying day” (GEL 

3.60).  

173 Compare G.H. Lewes’s summary of Spinoza in his Life of Goethe:  

In the Ethics . . . that great thinker, anticipating modern psychology, shows ‘that 

each person judges of things according to the disposition of his brain, or rather 

accepts the affections of his imagination as real things. It is no wonder therefore 

(as we may note in passing) that so many controversies have arisen among men, 

and that these controversies have at last given birth to skepticism. For although 

human bodies are alike in many things, there are more in which they differ, and 

thus what to one appears good to another appears evil; what to one appears order, 
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to another appears confusion; what to one is pleasant, to another is unpleasant.’ 

(Spinoza, qtd. in Lewes 236)   

174 Eliot would have had access to Spinoza’s letters, since G.H. Lewes owned a copy of 

Spinoza’s Opera (Works) that included his letters; see Lewes’s essay on Spinoza in the 

Fortnightly Review.  

175 Pollock also comments: 

Spinoza goes on to say, referring for details to some fuller exposition of the 

subject which cannot be readily identified with anything in his extant works, that 

in so far as the father is united by sympathy with the son, he shares not only in his 

actual existence, but in the consequences determined by his present state and 

potentially included in it. Under favorable conditions, then, he may have an 

extremely vivid imagination of something depending upon the son’s own 

constitution and likely to happen to him, and which in fact does happen to him 

afterwards (Pollock 58-59).    

176 Spinoza refers to this kind of unconscious or repressed thinking as “the first kind of 

cognition” (Ethics part 5).  

177 This recalls Bede’s words about the sons of God being enchanted by the daughters of men.  

Here Arthur seems to deem himself among the elect, and in a worldly sense, he is: he is the heir 

to the estate, with the money, education, and power such an inheritance brings. He suggests here 

to Irwine that it is Hetty’s fault that he is tempted to seduce her, because he is “under a sort of 

witchery” from her.  Irwine rejects that interpretation, putting the blame squarely back upon 

Arthur and complicating Bede’s narrative. Is Arthur one of the elect? Or is he one of the 

damned? Is he responsible for his lusts?  
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178 This seems to suggest that Arthur is indeed one of the sons of men rather than one of the 

elect: but Eliot continues to muddy the distinction and question the very concept of election.  

179 This tableau also suggests the moment in Genesis after Cain slew Abel in a fit of jealousy.  

The Genesis account does not register a moment like this, but in the next verse depicts God 

confronting Cain by asking, “Where is your brother Abel?” Cain answers in apparent 

carelessness, “I know not. Am I my brother’s keeper?” (Gen. 4:9). Cain’s attitude resembles 

Arthur’s careless denial of his sin; in contrast, Adam is horrified by his action. Adam’s violence 

seems to suggest his likeness to Cain and to Cain’s descendent, Lamech.   

180 According to Bede, Lamech’s name translates as “striking or struck” (On Genesis 2.159). The 

Bible depicts each generation from Cain growing more violent and wicked: If Cain seeks 

“sevenfold vengeance” upon his enemies, Lamech, the seventh generation from Cain, seeks 

vengeance “seventy times seven” (Gen. 4:23).  

181 Mason Harris suggests that Hetty sees Totty as a rival and actually has a “death-wish” 

regarding her, since “she showed no feeling when the infant Totty was missing and assumed 

drowned” (54). No wonder that Hetty’s own baby is nothing but one more impediment to what 

she really wants: to be “safe at home” (499).  

182 Hetty’s situation is similar to Gretchen’s at the end of Book one of Goethe’s Faust: i.e.,  

“Faust’s seduction of Gretchen and her subsequent murder of her child,” and it is possible that 

Faust was an inspiration for Hetty’s situation (Ashton, The German Idea 81). John Cross wrote, 

“Nothing in all literature moved [Eliot] more than the pathetic situation and the whole character 

of Gretchen [in Goethe’s Faust]. It touched her more than anything in Shakespeare” (Cross 722). 

Eliot and Cross read book one of Faust aloud (in German) while together at Witley in 1880 

shortly before her death, but Eliot evidently read it many times during her life. She mentions 



! ! )*++!! Z]M!

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
Faust in letters as early as 1849 (see Cross 120), and Cross records her as having heard operatic 

productions of Faust at least four times between July 1863 and July 1865.  

183 The prophet Amos also uses this image: “You were like a brand snatched from the fire; yet 

you did not return to me” (Amos 4:11). The fire in this case is the fire of God’s judgment, like 

when God rained fire and brimstone down from heaven upon Sodom and Gomorrah.  

184 Some critics liken Maggie’s experience to Greek Tragedy. While I do not have space here to 

explore the argument, one very good example is Joseph Adamson’s article, “‘Error That Is 

Anguish To Its Own Nobleness’”: Shame And Tragedy In The Mill On The Floss.” Adamson 

argues that Eliot structures The Mill on the Floss after Sophoclean tragedy, noting, “One 

element that both Eliot’s Greek models and her own novel have in common is the central role of 

shame as a psychological force in the downfall of all three characters” (317).  

185 David Parker is here following Charles Taylor, and he notes that Taylor posits a third 

ideological force, one that “privileges disengaged rationality, autonomy, freedom, human 

equality, and universality, which comes from the Enlightenment” (20). As Parker summarizes 

Taylor’s position, these “three strands” are “mutually conflicting” but crucial parts of western 

identity, all three of which need to be considered in the quest for ethical goods. Despite Taylor’s 

warnings that all three strands need to be considered, Parker seems to limit his subsequent 

discussion to the judgmental and libidinal strands, which he argues structure the modern novel. 

This may be because of the strong reaction in England to the French Revolution and the Terror, 

which seemed to discredit Enlightenment ideals. The Terror tendered extreme dichotomies, the 

judgmental and the libidinal.  

186 Mary Wilson Carpenter argues that Maggie’s history is a “satiric, apocalyptic outline . . . [of] 

a ‘devil’s history,’ or history of a witch” (55). Her story is divided into seven books, and 
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Carpenter argues that this division is significant as an “outline of a sevenfold prophetic history 

culminating in an undated ‘Apocalypse’” (55). Carpenter notes that such seven-fold tables 

prophetic history were “printed in many large Victorian editions of the Bible,” and that the 

“lineage of the ‘indexes’ to prophetic history can be traced back as far as Augustine’s City of 

God” (55).  

187 Maggie parrots the general religious understanding when she adds, “Only, I suppose, she’d go 

to heaven and God would make it up to her” (MF 33). As we have seen previously, Eliot 

abhorred that type of excuse, and took pains to structure her plots so that there could not be any 

possibility of people making up for the damage they did to others—in this life, or in the next (a 

possibility that Eliot resolutely rejects as a faulty, even immoral, form of consolation). 

188 This kind of thinking has not gone away. See the recent article (April 15, 2013) in The 

Chronicle of Higher Education about the controversial work of cultural anthropologist and 

Egyptologist Jan Assman.  

189 However, Feuerbach claims that “the Christianity of the present day, which has incorporated 

with itself the culture of heathenism, and has preserved only the name and some general 

positions of Christianity,” is not New Testament Christianity. Eliot seems to have agreed with 

this proposition, as her treatment of Mr. Tryan in “Janet’s Repentance” demonstrates (126). The 

“Essence of Christianity” is sympathy, not judgment, and reflects much more the Religion of 

Humanity than Christianity as it was practiced.  

190 Notice the language of praise and blame, which we find not just in this translation by Eliot but 

also in her novels. Recall also the language of praise and blame as used by John Locke in his 

educational theories. See chapter one of this dissertation.  

191 See Bernard Paris, ”George Eliot and the Religion of Humanity.” See works cited.  
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192 In Eliot’s translation of Feuerbach’s The Essence of Christianity, Feuerbach notes that even in 

the final judgment this impulse is evident: he quotes a church father, Peter Lombard, ‘The elect 

will come forth to behold the torments of the ungodly, and at this spectacle will not be smitten 

with sorrow; on the contrary, while they see the unspeakable sufferings of the ungodly, they, 

intoxicated with joy, will thank God for their own salvation’ (Essence 254).  

193 For example, Eliot wrote a review, published in the Leader on 12 January 1856, of an English 

translation of Peter von Bohlen’s Introduction to the Book of Genesis. According to Eliot’s 

review, the book contains, in the second volume, “a commentary on the opening portion of 

Genesis…which comprise the important narrative of the Creation, the Fall, the Flood, and the 

Dispersion of mankind” (Eliot, qtd. in Byatt 361). Bohlen’s discussion of the miscegenation 

between the daughters of Eve and the sons of men as the cause of the Flood asserts this story as a 

later construction by a Hebrew writer of a Chaldean tale, which is re-worked to prove the 

superiority of the Hebrews over the surrounding peoples. See Bohlen, vol 2, pp. 121-126. 

194 This curse, understood as the idea that Cain will never again prosper in his work or be 

successful, so that he will always be vagabond, was often interpreted to mean that God blesses 

the elect with wealth and curses the wicked with poverty. Thus it is inevitable that Mr. Tulliver, 

as one of the symbolic descendents of Cain, should come from a line of financial failures, and 

become bankrupt himself. 

195 Byron goes with the explanation that Cain was angry with God and with Adam and Eve for 

the punishment of death and expulsion from Eden, which he feels he has not earned—it was 

Adam and Eve who sinned, not him. Lucifer tempts him and encourages Cain in his rebellious 

attitude. Cain’s speeches and Lucifer’s bear a resemblance both to Faust/Mephistopheles in 

Goethe’s Faust, and to Satan in Milton’s Paradise Lost. Cain and Abel then present offerings to 
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God on twin altars, but Cain is not submissive when he presents his offering, and thus God 

rejects it. In anger, Cain wants to tear down Abel’s altar, and in the struggle when Abel defends 

the altar, Cain strikes him in anger and kills him.    

196 In his preface, Harding writes,  

In this undertaking, the author is aware that his professed province is that of Annotator. 

To guard against the censure of having sometimes exceeded his due limits, or drowned 

the text in his Notes; he avows that he intends no promulgation of the original (so well 

known) but for the sake of his accompanying comment, as a frank exposition of his 

own sentiments on the subjects (deemed by him important to human welfare) to which 

the original work affords occasion. He therefore relies upon immunity from 

condemnation on the score of length at any rate.  

197 See GEL 2.23, where Eliot requests that the Brays send her copy of Byron to her in London (5 

May 1852). Also, in an essay on “Versification” that Eliot wrote in 1869, she cites two verses 

from “Byron’s ‘Cain’” as “examples to be avoided” in blank verse  (Weisenfarth 288).  She 

clearly read and studied it in preparation for The Legend of Jubal.  See GEL 5.54, where she 

writes to Cara Bray:  

Byron and his poetry have become more and more repugnant to me of late years 

(I read a good deal of him a little while ago, in order to form a fresh judgment). 

As to this story, I cannot help being sorry that it seemed necessary to publish what 

is only worthy to die and rot. After all Byron remains deeply pitiable, like all of us 

sinners. (23 Aug 1869)  

198 See chapter five of Charles LaPorte’s Victorian Poets and the Changing Bible (2011) for a 

discussion of Eliot’s views about poetry amid the shifting boundaries of Victorian genre theory. 
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LaPorte describes Eliot’s The Legend of Jubal as “a work designed to interrogate the extent to 

which a modern poetess tradition might craft new moral truths from scripture” (206). Eliot’s 

“desire to use poetry to build an artistic foundation for post-Christian morality” is an extension 

of the moral intention expressed through her novels, and her November 1968 journals reveals 

that she believed poetry would provide a medium for a “work that makes a higher life for me” 

(LaPorte 196).  

199 The tautology female=fallen is of course one major theme of Eliot’s writing (and Victorian 

fiction in general), and one that bears importantly upon Maggie’s fate. Gilbert and Gubar come 

close to what I believe is the essence of Maggie’s dilemma when they describe “the feeling 

among women that they are trapped in stories, unable to evade plots created for them by alien, if 

not hostile, authors and authorities” (Madwoman 450). The biblical narrative is one such story, 

as is the narrative of election that the Dodsons construct. However, it should be noted that in 

Eliot’s experience, as well as in her novels, some men are also trapped in a hostile, shaming 

narrative: Amos Barton, Mr. Tryan, Thias Bede, and Mr. Tulliver fit this description, as well as 

Philip Wakem. Men who are shamed are also feminized: thus Tom had “never been so much like 

a girl before” under the humiliating circumstances of his first half at school, when he struggles to 

learn Latin. “His pride got into an uneasy condition which quite nullified his boyish self-

satisfaction, and gave him something of the girl’s susceptibility” (144-45). Although this 

dissertation is about blame and shame dynamics in Eliot’s fiction more generally, clearly gender 

relations are one important aspect of shame dynamics in the Victorian novel. For more on 

Victorian literature from a more specific feminist theoretical perspective, see the classic texts A 

Literature of Their Own (1977) by Elaine Showalter and The Madwoman in the Attic (1979) by 

Sandra M. Gilbert and Susan Gubar.  
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200 These are the ancestors of later enemies of Israel (that Eliot mentions in Adam Bede – see 

chapter two of this dissertation), such as the giant Goliath, Og King of Bashan, and the others 

giants mentioned in the Old Testament (although how they survived the Flood is not mentioned 

in the Bible). There is a rabbinic legend that Eliot would have been familiar with, in which a 

giant survived by riding astride Noah’s ark. For example, this story is contained in a book that 

Eliot read repeatedly as a child, Joe Miller’s Jest Book:  

THE Rabbins make the giant Gog or Magog contemporary with Noah, and 

convinced by his preaching. So that he was disposed to take the benefit of the ark. 

But here lay the distress; it by no means suited his dimensions. Therefore, as he 

could not enter in, he contented himself to ride upon it astride. And though you 

must suppose that, in that stormy weather, he was more than half boots over, he 

kept his seat, and dismounted safely, when the ark landed on Mount Ararat. (n.p.)  

201 Erving Goffman, in Stigma (1963), describes “tribal stigma of race, nation, and religion, these 

being stigma that can be transmitted through lineages and equally contaminate all members of a 

family” (4). This is the case with Cain’s line: all descended from him are outcast and rejected in 

God’s sight.  

202  There is an alternate theory that the “Sons of God” were angels, and the “Daughters of Men” 

were humans, no matter from whom they descended. The giants were thus half-angelic, half-

human. Og, King of Bashan and Sihon, King of the Ammonites were said to be of this ancestry. 

Eliot would have been aware of this tradition also, as evidenced by the following entry, written 

by George Lewes, in the Penny Cyclopedia for 1832, published also in November 1832 

Blackwood's Edinburgh Magazine p. 744: 



! ! )*++!! Z]]!

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
The fable of the Loves of the Angels, that ancient perversion of the passage of 

Genesis which describes the apostacy of the sons of Seth, and their intercourse 

with the rejected family of Cain, forms a considerable share of the Rabbinical 

narratives. But their love of variety is not satisfied with one instance of this 

offence, nor one class of its perpetrators. The giant Og is one of the offspring of 

the angelic intercourse; but the criminal is not the good angel, but the bad. We are 

thus told that Og was born before the Deluge, the son of the evil angel Schampiel, 

and that his mother was no less a personage than the wife of the Patriarch Shem 

himself. Sichon, the brother giant, King of the Ammonites, was said to be born in 

the Ark. 

 The Giant Og is a prodigious favourite with the Rabbins, and figures 

alternately as the Hercules and the Orion of the Talmud. In the Jalkut Schimoni, 

Moses is represented as having told the Angel of Death, that "he had been 

engaged in a war against Sichon and Og, two heroes of the Heathens, who were of 

so vast a stature, that they could not be drowned in the Deluge, its waters reaching 

no higher than their ankles."  . . . .  But the Rabbins sometimes grow sceptical as 

to the height of Og above the Deluge, and attempt to provide for him in a more 

comfortable mode than by thus wading or swimming for his life. The Sevachim 

declares that Og, after a bold attempt to check the descent of the waters of the 

coming Deluge, by putting his hand against the windows of the firmament, and 

his foot against the fountains of the great deep—an attempt which was suddenly 

frustrated by making the waters boiling-hot, until the giant was scalded to the 
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bone, and obliged to give way — he mounted upon the Ark, and thus rode out the 

storm.   

203 The classic work on stigma by Erving Goffman traces the source of the word stigma from the 

ancient Greeks, who “originated the term stigma to refer to bodily signs designed to expose 

something unusual and bad about the moral status of the signifier. The signs were cut or burnt 

into the body and advertised that the bearer was a slave, a criminal, or a traitor—a blemished 

person, ritually polluted, to be avoided, especially in public places” (Stigma, 1).  

204 See Jenny Bourne Taylor’s and Sally Shuttleworth’s 1989 anthology Embodied Selves: An 

Anthology of Psychological Texts 1830-1890 for discussion and sample texts regarding insanity 

and degeneration. 

205 Compare to this entry on “Giants” from the 1807 version of A Dictionary of the Holy Bible. 

John Brown, author. “From the Ecclesiastical and Literary Press of Zadok Cramer.” Google 

Books. Here is more information than you would ever want to know: 

GIANTS; persons far exceeding the common stature. The Hebrews called them 

Nephilim, because of their violent failing on and oppressing of others; and 

Rephaim, because their terror and strokes rendered men incurable, or dead. 

Sundry of the mixed posterity of Seth and Cain were giants before the flood; and 

it is possibly in allusion to these, that companions of whores and wanderers from 

God's way, are represented as going to, or remaining among the Rephaim or dead, 

viz. in hell, Prov. ii. 18. and is. 18. and xxi. 16. Ham's posterity was distinguished 

for several families of giants. Eastward of Jordan were the Rephaim of Bashan . . . 

Og the king of Bashan, who gave battle to, and was entirely routed, and his 

kingdom seized by Moses, appears to have been the last remains of these: his iron 
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bedstead was 15 feet 4 1-2 inches in length, and was long after preserved in 

Kabbah of the Ammonites, Deut. iii. 11. The Eliiims and Zamzummims were a 

gigantic people, that were cut off by the Moabites and Ammonites, and their land 

seized by them, Deut. ii. 9—21. About the same time, there lived a number of 

giants about Hebron, Debir, and Anab, and in other hill-countries of Canaan. The 

most noted family seems to have been the Anukims, or children of Anak, of 

whom Arba the father, Anak the son, and his three sons, Ahiman, Sheshai, and 

Talmai, were the most noted. These giants were a terror to the Hebrew spies; but 

Joshua, Caleb, and Othnicl, cut them off, Numb.xiii. 21—33. Josh. xi. 21. and xiv. 

15. and xv. IS —17.  . . .  In David's time, we find a family of giants at Gath, viz. 

Goliath, Suph, or Sippai, Ishbienob, Lahmi, and another, who had six fingers on 

each hand, and as many toes on each foot: all these were cut off by the hand of 

David and his servants, in several battles, 2 Sam. xxi. 1 Chron. xx. After this, we 

hear no more of giants in Canaan. Not only the scripture, but almost every ancient 

writer, as Homer, Herodotus, Diodorus, Pliny, Plutarch, Virgil, Ovid, &c. inform 

us of giants in the early ages ;— though proceeding on vulgar fame, they 

ordinarily overstretch their magnitude.  (Vol 2 p. 561 entry "Giants") 

206 It is telling that Tulliver believes that “Old Harry” (i.e., the devil) uses language to obfuscate 

the truth and to rob him of his rights: the original temptation in the Garden of Eden was 

essentially a lawyerly debate about what God meant when he prohibited Adam and Eve from 

eating the fruit of the tree of knowledge. In Genesis 3, the serpent asks Eve,  “Yea, hath God 

said, Ye shall not eat of every tree of the garden?” (Gen. 3.1f). Eve’s answer draws her into a 

debate about the meaning of God’s prohibition, and she eventually eats the fruit.  In Bryon’s 
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drama Cain: A Mystery, Cain and Lucifer spar over whether Lucifer was the one who tempted 

Cain’s parents, Adam and Eve. Lucifer dances all around the issue, quibbling about the meaning 

of temptation.  

207 Mrs. Glegg resembles the Pharisee in the parable who thanks God that he “is not as other men 

are;” she has two parlors in her house “from which she could observe the weakness of her 

fellow-beings, and reinforce her thankfulness for her own exceptional strength of mind” (125). 

See Luke 18.9-14.  

208 See, for example, Exodus 12.43-49 where Jehovah makes a distinction between Israel and the 

“stranger.”  The stranger cannot partake of the Passover unless circumcised, nor can the Passover 

be eaten in a strange house. See also the books of Leviticus and Deuteronomy where the clothing 

and dietary laws are laid out in exacting detail.  

209 See Exodus 19.5; Deuteronomy 14.2; Deuteronomy 26.18; Titus 2.14; I Peter 2.9. 

210 Bessy Tulliver and Mrs. Pullet form one alliance, and sisters Glegg and Deane another; as 

Mrs. Pullet tells Bessy, “you was allays my favorite sister,” and Bessy laments that “I should 

have nobody to stand between me and sister Glegg if you was gone,” since “Sister Deane’s never 

o’ my side” (102).  

211 For an in-depth treatment of the concept of “moral luck,” see Moral Luck by Bernard 

Williams.  

212 Although, indeed, we do not know how much choice Bessy felt she had in her marriage, since 

her father appears to have been as imperious as Mrs. Glegg. See pp. 83, 129. 

213 Tulliver’s views in this instance are reminiscent of the misogynistic views of Bartle Massey 

in Adam Bede.   
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214 Mrs. Glegg also tends to domineer over her husband, at least about family superiority. 

“There’s never a woman o’ your side o’ the family, Mr. Glegg, as is fit to stand up with me,” 

Mrs. Glegg reminds her husband, “my equils they aren’t, and nobody shall make me say it” 

(130). Mr. Glegg’s sarcastic remonstrance, “You’d better leave finding fault wi’ my kin till 

you’ve left off quarreling with your own,” echoes Mr. Tulliver’s angry defensiveness about Mrs. 

Glegg’s criticism of his own family (130, my emphasis). However, while Mr. Glegg seems to be 

able to endure Mrs. Glegg’s criticisms with some placidity, Mr. Tulliver is not. This may be 

because she is only comparing herself to the females in Mr. Glegg’s family (which seems to 

indicate that she really does see Tulliver as another female she can domineer over).  

215  See Sally Shuttleworth’s 2010 study, The Mind of the Child: Child Development in 

Literature, Science, and Medicine, 1840-1900. Shuttleworth explains, “Nineteenth-century 

childcare books often use the destructive instances of childhood, as shown in children’s 

aggression towards animals or dolls, as evidence of their lower, animal nature” (293). In contrast, 

Shuttleworth argues, using George Sand’s autobiography Histoire de ma vie as an example,   

Sand . . . turns the argument around to suggest that the destruction of the doll is 

actually a sign of mental progress as the child moves out of the ‘symbolic’ stage 

of its infancy. Such development, however, is at a cost: self-disgust. The violence 

meted out against the doll is actually violence against the self, as the child 

attempts to repudiate its earlier, more incredulous incarnation. (293)  

While Eliot admired the psychological acumen Sand displayed in her writing, in this case Eliot’s 

depiction of Maggie is designed to show a different dynamic. While Maggie does show copious 

amounts of self-disgust elsewhere in the text, in this instance Eliot takes pains to represent 

Maggie’s desire for revenge and vindication.  
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216  Ibid. Shuttleworth points out that Maggie’s abuse of the doll-fetish is meant to be interpreted 

sympathetically by the reader, since  

The self-division of fetish beating, Eliot suggests, is the inevitable outcome in a 

society that places so many restraints upon its young…The structure is that of the 

evangelical morality tale, where childhood passion presages adult disgrace, but 

the import is reversed, for it is surrounding society, rather than the child, that is 

judged. (100-1)  

 

217!According to some shame theorists, women tend to internalize shame, while men tend 

externalize it in aggression towards others. See for example, Ewen Fernie’s Shame in 

Shakespeare, where this distinction forms an important part of his argument.  

218 See for example, Job 5.17-18: “Behold, happy is the man whom God correcteth: therefore 

despise not thou the chastening of the Almighty: For He maketh sore, and bindeth up: he 

woundeth, and his hands make whole.” See also Jer. 30.14-17;  

219  J.M. Coetzee, in theorizing about the nature of confession and its role in the novel, writes that 

confession’s “underlying motive [is] to tell an essential truth about the self,” with the 

“indispensible goal” of obtaining absolution from the auditor (194 emphasis!2&/F/3%+f(!C;!

*00*31/%+!6*%30!c2;P!2&!:2301/151/3FP!*00*3:*d!eW*"01*&fP!18*3!/1!%SS*%&0!18%1!:23;*00/23!/0!

&*%++#!%"251!&*R*%+/3FP!321!Q8%1!Q*!8%R*!723*P!"51!Q82!Q*!%&*(!-;;*:1!18*2&/010!05:8!%0!

4/+R%3!>26X/30!%37!>826%0!4:8*;;!18*2&/[*!18%1!Q8*3!Q*!%&*!"+%6*7!;2&!Q8%1!Q*!8%R*!

HAG9P!18*!&*05+1!/0!F5/+1(!C3!:231&%01P!Q8*3!Q*!%&*!"+%6*7!;2&!Q82!Q*!?C9P!/1!S&275:*0!

08%6*(!W8/+*!%"02+51/23!/0!18*!S&2:*00!2;!c&*62R/3F!18*!"%&&/*&d!"*1Q**3!18*!23*!

:23;*00/3F!%37!18*!%57/12&!eG2*1[**!7*;/3/1/23fP!18*!/7*2+2F#!2;!"+%6*!%37!08%6*!72*0!321!
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220 The story of the Prodigal Son (Luke 15.11-32) is a parable Jesus told about a younger son 

who took his inheritance early, and left the country and squandered it all in dissipation and 

excess. When the money was all gone, he got a job feeding pigs, even envying the pigs their slop 

since he was starving. The prodigal decided to return to his father and beg him to be merciful and 

take him on as a servant, since he no longer deserved to be called a son. However, the father sees 

him coming “a long way off” and runs to him, puts a robe on his back and a ring on his finger 

(restoring him to sonship), and throws a huge party welcoming him back. The elder brother 

resents the way that the father is behaving toward the younger brother, and thinks that the 

younger son is not getting the punishment he deserves. The father implores the elder son to 

rejoice with him, since “this thy brother was dead, and is alive again; and was lost, and is found.”  

The idea, of course, is that love and mercy triumph over justice. The implication is that those 

who refuse mercy and forgiveness to a repentant prodigal do not understand God’s heart. 

 Nancy Henry notes Gordon Haight’s speculation that the series of prints on Luke’s wall 

may have been “a series of engravings by Augustin Legrand (OUP edition)” (Henry 46 note).   

221 This seems a similar strategy to the prodigal, who decided that he would attempt to make 

things up to his father by a financial arrangement where he offered himself as a servant. This 

probably meant a bond-servant, which mean that he would essentially be a slave to his father, 

and his wages would go toward the payment of a debt, probably for the rest of his life.  

222 Perhaps Eliot is thinking here of God being sorry that he made humankind, prior to his 

destroying the earth with the flood (Gen. 6.6-7).  
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223 Eliot relates a similar story in her “Brother and Sister Sonnets,” containing reminiscences 

from her childhood, describing the same sort of fear of her brother Isaac, and her relief that the 

fishing ended up with her catching a fish and being lauded by the family for her achievement. 

See my discussion in chapter one of this dissertation.  

224 This is reminiscent of what John Cross wrote in his biography of Eliot, that she suffered from 

childhood fears and nightmares about a vengeful God who was angry when she asked for another 

piece of dessert. See chapter one of this dissertation.  

225 In a canceled passage, Eliot has Maggie mentally compare Bob to “the prodigal son, at the 

epoch when he ate husks with the swine” (61 n.7). While this has obvious resonance with the 

picture in Luke’s home and his attitude toward the lop-eared rabbits, implying that Bob is also 

one of the fallen like Maggie and the rabbits, Eliot elected to omit it, perhaps because she wanted 

Bob’s character to be related only to the trope of Noah’s ark.  

226 A reference to a parable of Jesus, related in the Gospel of Matthew, in which he warns that 

“an unclean spirit, having gone out of a man” seeks rest elsewhere, and not finding any, returns 

to “the house from whence [it] came out;” and if he finds it  “empty, swept, and garnished,” he 

goes and finds “seven other spirits more evil than himself” and repossesses the man, so that “the 

last state of that man becometh worse than the first” (Matt. 12.43-45). Eliot means to suggest that 

Maggie’s initial anger, jealousy, and resentment toward Tom and Lucy had been assuaged by the 

music, but that the incident with the wine and Tom’s subsequent rejection increase Maggie’s 

demonic anger and resentment seven-fold.   

227 Compare this to Feuerbach’s language of the “moral disposition” quoted above (see p. 6 of 

this chapter).  

228 Compare this to Feuerbach’s language quoted above (see p. 6 of this chapter).  
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229 This “ogre” who is also a “robber baron” is a reference to the Odessey’s Polyphemon, or 

Polypheme. Philip mentions this “more wonderful giant than Goliath” who “had only one eye in 

the middle of his forehead” (MF 164). This Greek giant, who is conflated with Og King of 

Bashan in the Old Testament, is also said to have a “bed of iron” upon which he stretches his 

victims – Eliot mentioned this when she referred to the “Giant’s Bed of dogma,” which I 

explained earlier in this dissertation. See chapter two, page 5, especially the excerpt from the 

Ladies Repository, which I cite at length in that chapter. Note also that in the Red Deeps, Phillip 

sings Maggie a song from the Handel opera Acis and Galetea (1732)—an opera in which Acis is 

“murdered by the monster Polyphemous” (Mill 334 n. 1).  Tom is later compared to this giant. 

230 Compare Feuerbach’s claim, “Egoism is the God who will not let his servants come to 

shame” (95).  

231 As Uglow argues, these mental structures are the “exact counterparts” of the culturally and 

ideologically “constructed environments” represented by “the desolate villages of the Rhône 

valley” (Uglow, qtd. in Henry, 593).  

232 Here the narrator uses the first person “I suppose,” then merges into writing of himself in the 

second person “one,” and then back to describing Maggie’s feelings and experiences (273-275). 

This is in dialog with the implied reader “you;” a dialog that is similar to a prior dialog the 

narrator has with the implied reader in describing the rivers Rhone and Rhine:  “I share with you 

this sense of oppressive narrowness” (257).  These are rhetorical moves aimed at situating the 

reader in regard to the moral as well as physical details of the plot.  

233 Here, Eliot is again referring to Spinoza, who warned that the life force could not be 

squelched, that it would assert itself in some other way if it was suppressed.  
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234 The narrator then begins an analysis of the “religious and moral ideas of the Dodsons and 

Tullivers,” which contains the insights from Eliot’s “The Natural History of German Life” (257).  

235 The narrator’s voice again intrudes here, in the first person, to make the point.  

236 Eliot uses this parable as a metaphor for changing religious opinions as early as 1843. See 

GEL 1.163.  

237 Lucy Deane resembles the child Lucy from The Linnet’s Life, and I believe George Eliot 

intended the connection. There are two other Lucys in Mill on the Floss that Maggie compares 

herself unfavorably to: Lucy Bertram from Sir Walter Scott’s Guy Mannering, and Lucille from 

Corinne (MF 260, 309). 

238 See Alexander Welsh’s fine study George Eliot and Blackmail (1985) for a discussion of 

blackmail in Victorian England, and in the Victorian novel. Welsh argues that, for blackmail to 

occur, the blackmailer must be "shameless,” the blackmailed must be "subject to shame,” and 

"the two have a symbiotic relation" (15).  He also mentions that blackmail originally meant a 

concept more like the protection racket by mobsters, in which the victim paid protection money 

in exchange for physical safety.  

239 We see just how much of a Dodson Tom has become. “You thank God for nothing but your 

own virtues,” Maggie rants; and this reminds us of Mrs. Glegg, who had two sets of windows so 

“she could observe the weakness of her fellow-beings, and reinforce her thankfulness for her 

own strength of mind” (125). Jesus condemned the Pharisee who prayed self-righteously, “Thank 

you God that I am not like other men.” See Matthew 23.1-39.   

240 Spinoza argues, “We shall feel hatred toward a fellow being if we imagine him to hate 

another human being whom we love” (Part 3 Prop. 45).  
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241 Lucy Deane also resembles the character of Lucy in Eliot’s favorite childhood book, The 

Linnet’s Life, and Eliot makes several references here that seem to be too obvious to ignore.  (In 

order to avoid confusion in the discussion that follows, I will refer to the character of Lucy in 

The Linnet’s Life as Lucy, and Lucy in The Mill on the Floss as Lucy Deane). Lucy Deane is 

often referred to as a bird, or as bird-like. Her “fine fathers make fine birds” (315). Her voice is a 

“pretty treble, like the low conversational notes of little birds” (379). Lucy Deane is “a linnet-

throated soprano” who will sing “the recitative, for the sake of the moral. You will sing the 

whole duty of women—‘And from obedience grows my pride and happiness” (340, 339, my 

emphasis). This is a pastiche on the moral of The Linnet’s Life, in which the linnet must learn to 

be happy in a cage, self-renouncing and obedient, giving pleasure by singing. The linnet is then 

adopted by a little girl named Lucy, who must learn the same lessons of self-renouncing 

obedience. One of Lucy’s jobs is to remember to feed her bird, and also some rabbits; Lucy 

Deane “was fond of feeding dependent creatures” such as her birds and “‘the more familiar 

rodents’” (342). Maggie, in contrast, forgets to feed Tom’s rabbits, and they die. Read chapter 

one of this dissertation for a close reading of The Linnet’s Life and its effect upon Eliot when she 

was a little girl.  

242 Maggie’s experience here is also Eliot’s.  Gillian Beer notes, “very late in life [Eliot] 

remembered the wounds caused to her in her youth because other women thought her ‘uncanny,’ 

witch-like in her possession of occult learning and powers” (Beer 10).  

243 Philip’s sentiments here suggest Feuerbach.  

244 Again, this suggests Lucy from The Linnet’s Life.  

245 For example, in Adam Bede, when Adam hears the willow wand knock at the door, he “could 

not help a little shudder” (93). When Dinah comes to Hetty’s attic room to warn her about 
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impending troubles, Hetty responds to Dinah’s words with a “chill fear” (205). In Daniel 

Deronda, when Gwendolen sees the painting behind the panel for the first time, she “shudder[s] 

silently,” and says angrily, “How dare you open things that were meant to be shut…?” Then, her 

face flushed “in reaction to her chill shudder,” she demands a key be made and given to her, so 

that no one can “open it again” (20). What Gwendolen “unwillingly recognized, and would have 

been glad for others to be unaware of, was that liability of hers to fits of spiritual dread . . . [at 

which] she was ashamed and frightened” (51-2). In Romola, Eliot writes of Tito,  

His mind was destitute of that dread which has been erroneously decried as if it 

were nothing higher than a man's animal care for his own skin: that awe of the 

Divine Nemesis which was felt by religious pagans, and, though it took a more 

positive form under Christianity, is still felt by the mass of mankind simply as a 

vague fear at anything which is called wrong-doing. Such terror of the unseen . . .  

is the initial recognition of a moral law restraining desire, and checks the hard 

bold scrutiny of imperfect thought into obligations which can never be proved to 

have any sanctity in the absence of feeling. 'It is good,' sing the old Eumenides, in 

Aeschylus, 'that fear should sit as the guardian of the soul, forcing it into wisdom 

- good that men should carry a threatening shadow in their hearts under the full 

sunshine; else, how should they learn to revere the right?' (118-119, my emphasis) 

Sandra Edelman connects extreme shame and fear of annihilation with dread:  

When the experience of shame has reached this magnitude, the word 'shame' is no 

longer an adequate signifier; we have moved beyond shame--or perhaps into 

shame's final and deepest modality--into dread, into what Rudolf Otto called 
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'daemonic dread,' which 'first begins to stir in the feeling of "something uncanny," 

"eerie," or "weird"' (Otto 1958, 14). (Edelman 35)  

Soren Kierkegaard connects dread with the idea of “original sin” (Kierkegaard The Concept of 

Dread). And Lisabeth During observes, “Outside of a defined religious universe, where a sense 

of foreboding finds quick translation into an admissible fear of sin or at least transgression, the 

feeling of dread just floats” (During, “The Concept of Dread” 70).  

246 Pollock summarizes Spinoza’s letter: “Spinoza goes on to say, referring for details to some 

fuller exposition of the subject which cannot be readily identified with anything in his extant 

works, that in so far as the father is united by sympathy with the son, he shares not only in his 

actual existence, but in the consequences determined by his present state and potentially included 

in it. Under favorable conditions, then, he may have an extremely vivid imagination of 

something depending upon the son’s own constitution and likely to happen to him, and which in 

fact does happen to him afterwards” (58-9).    

247 Mr. Deane muses that “If I’d had a son o’ my own, I shouldn’t have been sorry to see him like 

you” (404).  Eliot has Mr. Deane repeat this sentiment “in a tone of some feeling,” twice for 

emphasis (404).  

248 Barry Qualls argues that Eliot uses “very ambiguously” the religious “emblem of rescue from 

shipwreck” because “she is suspicious of representing women as selfless angels of rescue” (128).  

As part of his reading, Qualls argues that it is Maggie who drowns Tom: “she does seek to rescue 

her brother but does bring him down in the effort” (128). Obviously, my reading disagrees with 

him here: in fact, he asserts that the flood at the end of the novel “cannot be read typologically” 

(128).  However, his discussion of religious emblems in Eliot is useful, especially in his 

discussion of Daniel Deronda.  
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249 Thus, in the eyes of the universe, Tom and Maggie only achieved the true perspective of their 

situation through death; as Andrew Miller observes, in Victorian fiction “the ability to abstract 

from one’s own perspective and to see things from nowhere [that is, objectively] was readily 

expressed as a perspective from beyond the grave” (Miller 59). It is only “in death” that Maggie 

and Tom “were not divided.”  

250!W8%1!A/+"*&1!%37!A5"%&!321*!/3!18*/&!7/0:500/23!2;!c>8*!B/;1*7!J*/+d!/0!%+02!1&5*!2;!
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252 The Golem character, and the Kabbalah, are the tropes most used to identify Jewish 

mysticism as the discursive level of signification in Daniel Deronda; although other critics 

discuss colonialism as well. See Saleel Nurbhai and K. M. Newton, George Eliot, Judaism and 

the Novels: Jewish Myth and Mysticism.  Basingstoke and New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2002. 

253 Cave notes that Eliot’s journal for 28 Nov 1860 says that the idea for Silas Marner “came to 

me after our arrival in this house,” which was on 24 September 1860, almost a month after she 

wrote of her idea to Blackwood. It was not until then that the specific idea for Silas Marner 

“thrust itself between me and the other book I was meditating” (GEL 3.360). 
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254 Recall her statement in her review of Mackay’s The Progress of the Intellect, “Each age and 

each race has had a faith and a symbolism suited to its need and its stage of development,” even 

though the forms of the past are now dead forms that keep humankind from progressing morally 

(Eliot, “Progress” 269). See the Introduction to this dissertation for a discussion of this idea.  

255 It is important to distinguish this mythological narrative from the history of the Jews, and 

especially from the establishment of Israel as a modern nation-state in Palestine, although all 

three are connected. While this narrative covers some of the history of the Hebrew people, it is 

above all a historiography: it has a teleology and an eschatology, and therefore a mythic 

structure rather than an historical one.  

256 Much of this narrative is supplied by extra-biblical sources from Jewish and secular records, 

and it is important to note that this narrative ignores the fact that many of the exiles elected to 

remain in Babylon rather than return to Israel. The development of an authoritative Babylonian 

Jewish tradition dates from this time.  

257 See Mary Ann Evans’s first letters to Maria Lewis and Martha Jackson about the 

ecclesiastical chart she was constructing, GEL 1.40 and 1.43. See also, chapter two of this 

dissertation.  

258  According to Peter Darby, “Defining the stages of the human life cycle was an enduring 

intellectual concern for medieval scholars. Augustine equated the six ages of history with six 

stages of life and his scheme enjoyed extraordinary success throughout the Middle Ages”: 

 Augustine defined the six stages of human life as infantia, pueritia, adolescentia, 

iuventus, gravitas and senectus . . . . Bede’s treatment of the ages of man and 

world ages analogy in De temporibus was indebted to Augustine’s theoretical 

model but he adopted a different term for the sixth stage of human life: Augustine 
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associated the sixth world age with a state of old age (senectus), but Bede 

characterised the sixth age as decrepit (aetas decrepita). (Darby 23)!

259 The genealogies from David to the Exile, and then to the Christ, are contested. The genealogy 

in Matthew chapter one differs from that in Luke, and both differ somewhat from the genealogy 

in I Chronicles chapter three and following. The early church fathers were aware of the 

discrepancy and educed long arguments explaining the differences. Bede uses the Matthew 

chapter one genealogy, as Darby notes: “Bede cites Matthew as the source for the reckoning of 

ages three to six in: De temporibus, 16; Epistola ad Pleguinam, 2” (Darby 21 n. 24). Eliot would 

certainly have been aware of the controversies. 

260 Recall her statement in her review on Mackay’s The Progress of the Intellect: “A correct 

generalization gives significance to the smallest detail” (271).  

261 See Bohler, Introduction to the Book of Genesis, chapter sixteen (page 184ff).  

262 Thus, Alexander Pope, in his An Essay on Man (1734), sought to “vindicate the ways of God 

to man” (1.16). Likewise, John Milton conceived of Paradise Lost as an epic that would “justify 

the ways of God to men” (1.26). !

263 In the Bible, the trope of the believer’s relationship with God as a marriage is common, 

especially in the prophets. Compare this letter by Mary Ann Evans to Maria Lewis 30 March 

1840:  

I was struck yesterday with Mr. Hake's text, Hosea 2, 6 and 7 verses. They 

appeared partly an exact description of some of my experience. How exquisite the 

succeeding chapter is, the 3d I fancy, in which the Almighty covenants to bestow 

on His people all blessings for time and eternity! ‘I will betroth thee unto me’ etc. 

Why do we yearn after a fellow mortal but because we do not live and delight in 
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conscious union with Him who condescends to say, ‘Ye shall no more call me 

Baali or Lord, but ye shall call me Ishi, my husband.’ !

264 The same can be said of Eliot’s understanding of the prophecies concerning the coming of 

Christ. See her translations of Strauss’s Life of Jesus, and Feuerbach’s The Essence of 

Christianity, for discussions of these matters. !

265 In the years before the destruction of Jerusalem, Jeremiah the prophet had warned:  

For shame hath devoured the labour of our fathers from our youth . . . We lie 

down in shame, and confusion covereth us: for we have sinned against the Lord 

our God, we and our fathers, from our youth even unto this day, and have not 

obeyed the voice of the Lord our God. (Jer. 3:24-5) !

266 As Feuerbach neatly summarizes the question, does “man exist for God?” or does “God exist 

for man?” (Essence appendix 22, p. 287).  

267 Weisenfarth attends to the fairy tale elements that are demythologized; my focus is on the 

biblical mythology that structures the plot, and the Spinozan psychology that explains the cause 

and effects of shame.  

268 See Byron’s Cain: A Mystery. See also Solomon Gessner’s The Death of Abel (1758).   

269 U.C. Knoepflmacher compares Silas to Maggie in desire for vindication: “His trustful belief 

that God will immediately vindicate his innocence before the Brethren of Lantern Yard is even 

more painfully denied than Maggie’s desire to be vindicated in the eyes of her own brother” 

(Early Novels 229). !

270 The drawing of lots was a practice of divining guilt or determining God’s will that was used 

in the Bible, a practice based upon verses such as Leviticus 16:8-10. The usual procedure if the 

pool of potentially guilty persons was large, was to divide the pool into groups, and then draw 
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lots between the groups. The group that contained the guilty person(s) would be “taken,” and the 

process would be repeated within that group with progressively smaller and smaller units, until 

the guilty person was left alone. For example, a representative of each the twelve tribes of Israel 

might each draw a lot: the tribe that was “taken” contained the guilty party, and the others were 

released. Then the heads of households in the taken tribe would draw, and the household that 

contained the guilty member would be “taken.” Then the members of that household would draw 

lots, and the guilty person would be “taken.” The psychological effect of the hand of God cutting 

closer and closer must have been awful, and the sense that there was no way to hide one’s sin 

from God’s sight. It was a particularly dramatic effect that was no doubt designed to deter the 

Israelites from sinning. In Silas’s case, one can imagine Silas’s dread and confusion as the hand 

of God cut closer and closer to him.   

271 The Hebrews’s ritual purity laws specified that the blood must be drained from any meat 

before it was eaten.  

272 This example is one of many that demonstrates that Saul is too fleshly to be King; David is 

the one that has been anointed by God to take Saul’s place after his death.  

273 According to the New Testament, Jesus likened being intensely angry with another to murder, 

especially if that anger was expressed verbally; the speaker was just as culpable morally as if he 

had indeed committed murder (see Matthew 5:21-22).  

274 Welsh argues that Silas Marner has internalized his rejection: he “has taken even his false 

conviction upon himself, and it has made a deeper alteration in his character than a blackmailer 

might effect” (Blackmail 165). 

275 Welsh notes that Silas has “a good deal in common with his author: a reputation for 

cleverness, a kind of knowledge, a loss of faith, removal to another place, a measure of infamy, 
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semireclusion, increasing capital, and an adopted child. He has not really fallen, has not stolen a 

penny, and has not opened himself to blackmail” (Welsh Blackmail 165). If Eliot’s emotional 

experience parallel’s Silas’s at almost every turn, it is because the story also tells Eliot’s own 

process of emotional and spiritual development. !

276 The use of the word “remnant” also suggests the remnant of Biblical Israel that survives the 

captivity in Babylon. From the Babylonian perspective, Israel must have appeared to be a 

“disinherited race” – judged and cast off by their God.  

277 Ouch.  

278 James McLaverty has documented that in 1959, Eliot and Lewes were reading and discussing 

Comte’s The Catechism of Positive Religion and the System of Positive Polity, and McLaverty 

argues that Silas’s story follows Comtean ideas about the role of fetishism in the moral 

development of humankind.  

279 There is some confusion in the text as to whether Jehoiachin is a son or grandson of Josiah.  

280 See Jeremiah 7:4, and compare Mary Ann Evans’s early letter to Maria Lewis about “The 

Temple of the Lord, the Temple of the Lord, the Temple of the Lord are these” (Jer. 7:4).  

281 In the Bible, the rainbow is the promise after the Flood that God will never judge the earth so 

devastatingly again.  

282 Compare Jeremiah 32:42: “For thus saith the Lord; Like as I have brought all this great evil 

upon this people, so I will bring upon them all the good that I have promised them.” Also 

Jeremiah 39:18: “For I will surely deliver thee…because thou hast put thy trust in me, saith the 

Lord.” 

283 I.e., the Napoleonic Wars. France would be symbolized by Babylon, and England by Israel.  
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284 According to archeological records from the era, the famous Ziggarut of Babylon was built of 

red (i.e. “burnt”) brick. See Bohlen, Hisorical and Critical Illustrations of the First Part of 

Genesis. 2.255 ff.  

285 Pagans were often represented as worshiping Chance or Fate or Destiny. For example, see 

Johann Jakob Bodmer’s epic Noah (1751), in which the pagan giant, King Og, along with his 

family and friends, also build an ark in an attempt to ride out the Flood. In book nine, their ship 

is driven onto the statute of their idol Destiny, and both statute and vessel break up and sink in 

the Flood.  

286 “The essential idea of the Incarnation . . . is Love . . . . Who then is our Saviour and 

Redeemer? God or Love? Love” (Essence of Christianity 53).  

287 Here Eliot makes a joke by making it seem as if Dolly is polytheistic, or adheres to the 

Pelagian heresy (that there are three Gods in the Trinity, not one); while at the same time 

assuring the reader that she meant “no heresy” (SM 81). 

288 Many of the details of the New Year’s dance at the Red House and also the details at the stone 

cottage parallel the Babylonian New Year’s Festival known variously as Zagmuk or the Festival 

of Marduk. See Ayer, John. A Treasury of Bible Knowledge. London: Longmans, Green, and 

Co., 1866.  

289 This is reminiscent of Adam Bede hearing the ghostly knock at the workshop door, and 

opening the door “trying to catch sight of a sound” (AB).  

290 This is probably a reference to Cyrus the Great, who conquered Babylon in 538 BCE. “He 

was said by Herodotus to have taken Babylon by diverting the river Euphrates…his soldiers 

entered through the dry river bed” (n.p.).  “Cyrus takes Babylon: Herodotus.” Livius.org. 
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