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A Brief analysis of Middlemarch  by George Eliot 

 George Eliot's Middlemarch: A Study of Provincial Life (1871–72) 

is considered one of the greatest in English Literature. The novel 

offers a wide-ranging look into English provincial culture in the 

early 1800s. It mixes psychological realism, social criticism, and 

philosophical meditation. Middlemarch is not like other 

Victorian novels that have a single main character or plot. 

Instead, it is made up of many lives that are all connected. This 

shows how social, political, and historical events impact people's 

lives. 

It is a realistic and philosophical work that looks at the conflict 

between idealism and reality, criticizes patriarchal and societal 

systems, and suggests that empathy should be the moral basis of 

human civilization. It goes beyond the limits of Victorian fiction. 

Eliot examines the boundaries of knowledge, the limitations of 

civilization, and the moral importance of empathy through its 

intricate narrative framework, philosophical contemplations, 

and societal critique. The book shows how history and societal 

structures impact people's lives and how ordinary acts of 

compassion can lead to moral improvement. 

 Consequently, Middlemarch changes the definition of realism to 

include a moral and intellectual examination of human 

experience. This makes it one of the most important books in 

English literature and a topic that will always be studied at the 

graduate level. 

Realism and the Art of Storytelling 

The narrative style of Middlemarch is one of its most interesting 

parts. Eliot uses an all-knowing narrator who often steps in to 
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make moral and philosophical comments. She also uses free 

indirect discourse to show what characters are thinking, which 

helps readers understand how complicated human awareness is. 

The narrator famously says,  

"If we could see and feel all of ordinary human life, it 

would be like hearing the grass grow and the squirrel's heart 

beat." 

This metaphor shows Eliot's humility about what he knows: 

people can't see everything, and to comprehend other people, 

you need to be able to imagine how they feel. The work serves as 

a moral education for readers, instructing them to recognize 

the intricate interconnections among human lives. 

Eliot's realism is not just descriptive; it is also analytical. She 

sees Middlemarch as a social organism, where what one 

character does affects what other characters do. This 

interwoven structure mirrors modern scientific and 

sociological paradigms, foreshadowing further ideas of social 

systems and networks. 

The Marriage Plot: Idealism and Disillusionment 

Dorothea Brooke, a young woman who is driven by intellectual 

and moral idealism, is the main character in the book. She 

wants a life of meaning and self-sacrifice, and at first she 

thinks that marrying the scholar Edward Casaubon will give 

her that. Dorothea's disappointment, on the other hand, shows 

how limited women were in Victorian society. 

Dorothea's marriage to Casaubon represents the end of 

women's intellectual ambition. Casaubon, who is consumed 

with his incomplete intellectual work, is a symbol of sterile 
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patriarchal rule. His wish to control Dorothea's thoughts and 

behaviour shows that marriage is an institution that often 

limits women's freedom. 

Rosamond Vincy, on the other hand, is an example of a 

different kind of woman: one who is decorative, socially 

ambitious, and emotionally manipulative. Eliot uses 

Rosamond to criticize romantic idealism and the gendered 

assumptions that keep both men and women from being free. 

Rosamond's marriage to Lydgate shows how societal pressure 

and family life can make it harder to live up to scientific and 

moral standards. 

Science, Knowledge, and the Limits of Reason 

Eliot's book is very interested in issues of knowledge and how we 

know things. Casaubon's lifelong work, The Key to All 

Mythologies, represents the pointless search for all-

encompassing knowledge. His backward-looking study is 

different from the lively intellectual movements of the 1800s, 

which shows how limited strict intellectual frameworks may be. 

On the other hand, Tertius Lydgate stands for modern 

scientific desire. He wants to change medicine and expand 

scientific knowledge, which shows how Victorians believed in 

progress. But his failure shows how social class, money 

problems, and family ties may limit science. Eliot criticizes the 

notion that knowledge may exist without social structures. 

The book keeps saying that knowledge is just partial and based 

on social factors. Eliot criticizes Enlightenment rationality 

and foresees contemporary critiques of scientific objectivity. 

 



PG II 

CC 9 

P.G Department of English 

 

Moral Philosophy and Sympathy 

Sympathy is a major theme in Middlemarch. Eliot, who was 

influenced by humanist philosophy, thought that being able to 

understand other people was the key to moral advancement. 

The narrator of the book often tells readers to be sympathetic by 

showing them the inner lives of persons who aren't perfect. 

Eliot argues in the last chapters,  

"The growing good of the world is partly dependent on 

unhistoric acts." 

These words sums up Eliot's moral view: societal development 

doesn't just happen through big revolutions; it also happens 

through small acts of compassion and responsibility. 

Dorothea's subtle impact on others shows this ethical worldview. 

But Eliot also knows that sympathy has its limits. Characters 

frequently misinterpret one another, and societal frameworks 

hinder authentic moral transformation. So, the book finds a 

compromise between moral idealism and realistic pessimism. 

Politics, Class, and Society 

The Reform Bill of 1832 provides the backdrop for 

Middlemarch, which puts personal tales in the context of 

historical transformation. Eliot shows the village as a small 

version of Victorian society, where religion, class, and politics 

all come together. 

Characters like Bulstrode show how capitalism and evangelical 

religion may be morally unclear. His controversy shows how 

hypocritical bourgeois morality is by displaying how affluence 

and prestige can hide bad beginnings. The book also makes 

fun of provincialism. People in Middlemarch don't want things 
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to change and don't trust reformers like Lydgate. Eliot shows 

that life in the provinces is both morally rich and intellectually 

sluggish, giving a nuanced criticism of social conservatism. 

Destiny, Autonomy, and Determinism 

Eliot criticizes the romantic ideal of heroic individualism. Her 

characteristics are influenced by genetics, surroundings, 

serendipity, and societal dynamics. Lydgate's failure, 

Casaubon's lack of children, and Dorothea's compromised 

idealism show how limited personal agency may be. 

Eliot, however, does not advocate for a deterministic 

perspective. People make moral choices, and even modest acts of 

kindness can have a big impact. Dorothea's last influence isn't 

big and loud; it's more subtle, which suggests a modest yet 

important way of being in charge. 

Critical Views 

From a feminist standpoint, Middlemarch attacks patriarchal 

limitations imposed on women while being constrained by 

Victorian dogma. Some people think that Dorothea's last 

marriage to Will Ladislaw was an attempt by Eliot to envisage 

an equal relationship, while others think it was an ideological 

containment. Marxist critics concentrate on class relations, 

capitalism, and ideology, emphasizing Bulstrode's significance 

and the political milieu of reform. New Historicists stress how 

the novel deals with changes in history and social institutions. 

Narrative theorists commend Eliot's inventive application of 

free indirect discourse and metafictional criticism, regarding 

Middlemarch as a forerunner to modernist narrative 

methodologies. 


