
Social Reflection and Marriage as Priority in the Middlemarch  

 

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

is regarded as one of the best nineteenth-century English novels. 

It is a comprehensive depiction of Victorian society rather than 

just a story about certain people. Eliot explores social, political, 

religious, and economic realities in Middlemarch, presenting it 

as a microcosm of provincial life in England. Marriage is a 

prominent institution and priority among the various issues, 

influencing the lives, goals, and fates of the people. Eliot reflects 

Victorian England's moral beliefs, class structure, gender roles, 

and societal conventions via marriage. Therefore, Middlemarch 

functions as a psychological analysis of interpersonal connections 

as well as a social document. Victorian society's class system, 

gender roles, moral principles, and opposition to change are all 

vividly reflected in Middlemarch. Eliot examines the relationship 

between societal expectations and individual wants via the issue 

of marriage. In Middlemarch society, marriage becomes a top 

goal that affects one's social standing, financial stability, and 

level of happiness. Eliot's realistic and critical depiction, however, 

shows that marriage can be both a source of happiness and a 

source of pain. 

Eliot challenges the restrictions of Victorian societal conventions 

and promotes partnerships founded on equality, understanding, 

and moral responsibility by offering several marriage forms. In 

the end, Middlemarch is regarded as a sociological and 

psychological masterwork that provides profound understanding 

of interpersonal interactions and the social structure of England 

in the nineteenth century. 

Victorian Society Reflected in Middlemarch 

1. Social Structure and Provincial Life 

 

An example of a typical early nineteenth-century English 

provincial settlement is the town of Middlemarch. Tradition, 

reputation, and class hierarchy form the foundation of society. 

Professionals (bankers, doctors, lawyers), landed gentry, 

merchants, and workers all live side by side, but social mobility is 

constrained and controlled by expectations and conventions. 



 

Provincial society's rigidity, gossip, and aversion to change are 

all depicted by Eliot. Respectability, wealth, and social standing 

are major concerns for people. As evidenced by the opposition to 

Lydgate's contemporary medical procedures and the discussions 

surrounding the Reform Bill, the town opposes both political and 

scientific changes. The conflict between tradition and 

advancement in Victorian England is thus reflected in 

Middlemarch. 

 

2. Patriarchy and Gender Roles 

 

Eliot critically captures the patriarchal nature of Victorian 

society. Women are not supposed to pursue independent careers or 

intellectual goals, but rather to get married, run families, and 

provide for their husbands. Women have limited access to 

professional and educational options, and marriage frequently 

determines their social worth. 

 

Rosamond Vincy and Dorothea Brooke are two examples of 

characters who highlight the limitations imposed on women. 

While Rosamond's upbringing prepares her to be the perfect wife, 

emphasizing beauty, charm, and social success, Dorothea's 

intellectual and spiritual goals are constrained by societal 

conventions. Eliot criticizes the limited roles that women are 

expected to play through these characters. 

 

3. Morality, religion, and social norms 

 

In Middlemarch civilization, religion has a significant influence 

on moral principles and individual behavior. While some 

characters, like Mr. Casaubon, symbolize classical religious 

scholarship, others represent social duty and practical morality. 

Eliot portrays religion as a component of social identity and 

ethical obligation rather than as a dogma. 

 

Personal conduct is governed by social norms, including 

propriety, reputation, and public opinion. Decisions are heavily 

influenced by rumors, scandals, and public opinion, especially 



when it comes to marriage and relationships. 

 

Marriage as a Major Social Priority and Theme 

1. The Social Institution of Marriage 

 

According to Middlemarch, marriage is the main institution that 

determines a person's social standing, economic stability, and 

sense of self. Marriage is the primary route to stability and social 

acceptance, particularly for women. In order to demonstrate how 

expectations and realities frequently clash, Eliot looks at a 

number of marriages. 

 

Eliot portrays marriage as a complex arrangement comprising 

economic concerns, social ambition, emotional demands, and 

moral responsibilities rather than idealizing it as solely 

romantic. 

 

2. Casaubon and Dorothea Brooke: Matrimony and Idealism 

 

Edward Casaubon and Dorothea Brooke's marriage serves as a 

metaphor for the tension between ideals and realities. Dorothea 

marries Casaubon because she thinks he is a brilliant scholar and 

wants to be involved in his academic life. She quickly learns, 

though, that Casaubon is insecure, emotionally distant, and 

unable to meet her emotional and intellectual demands. 

 

The Victorian trend of women marrying older men for 

intellectual and social prestige, frequently at the expense of their 

own happiness, is reflected in this marriage. Eliot criticizes 

marriages founded on delusion and irrational expectations, 

demonstrating how these partnerships might limit the potential of 

women. 

 

3. Will and Dorothea Ladislaw: Matrimony and Emotional 

Satisfaction 

 

On the other hand, Dorothea's subsequent union with Will 

Ladislaw symbolizes a union founded on equality, affection, and 

common values. However, because of Casaubon's will and class 



disparities, this marriage is criticized by society. According to 

Eliot, a genuine marriage should be founded on understanding 

and friendship rather than just following social norms. 

 

Dorothea's ultimate decision to choose Ladislaw represents a 

departure from strict societal conventions and a step toward 

moral development and personal fulfillment. 

 

4. Rosamond and Lydgate: Matrimony and Social Aspirations 

 

Tertius Lydgate and Rosamond Vincy's marriage serves as a 

warning against the perils of unions founded on delusion and 

societal aspirations. Rosamond views marriage as a path to social 

progress, but Lydgate marries her because he believes she is 

charming and sophisticated. They clash emotionally and 

financially as a result of their disparate expectations. 

 

The Victorian middle class's emphasis on material comfort and 

social standing is reflected in this marriage. Eliot chastises 

Lydgate's romantic idealism and Rosamond's shallowness, 

demonstrating how conflicting ideals can result in 

disappointment and failure. 

 

5. Mary Garth and Fred Vincy: Matrimony and Ethical 

Development 

 

The marriage between Mary Garth and Fred Vincy is a more 

realistic and balanced example. Before she will marry Fred, Mary 

demands that he learn to be responsible and hardworking. Their 

marriage is founded on shared principles, moral growth, and 

respect for one another. 

 

Through this couple, Eliot makes the argument that marriage 

should be based on teamwork, ethical duty, and personal 

development rather than just romantic desire or practicality. 

 

Social Criticism and Marriage 

 

Eliot criticizes Victorian society through marriage. She 



demonstrates how social pressure, gender inequity, and economic 

factors affect many marriages. Women frequently lack liberty and 

are forced to choose between happiness and security. Social norms 

and financial obligations can place restrictions on men. 

 

Eliot provides a thorough analysis of the institution by 

illustrating several marriage kinds, including idealistic, 

ambitious, realistic, and companionate unions. She depicts 

marriage as a major factor influencing people's lives, without 

entirely decrying or praising it. 

 

Individual Identity and Marriage 

 

Identity and self-realization are intimately associated with 

marriage in Middlemarch. Marriage can either limit or free a 

woman's emotional and intellectual capacity, as seen by 

Dorothea's path. Lydgate's marriage serves as an example of how 

social norms and household duties can impede one's own goals. 

Fred's marriage serves as an example of how moral advancement 

can be sparked by love. 

 

Eliot thus portrays marriage as a societal and personal process 

that affects moral development and character development. 

 

 

 

 

 


