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Discuss Middle march as a feminist Novel 

Often considered one of the best English novels, Middlemarch 

(1871–72) by George Eliot is acclaimed for its social insight, 

psychological nuance, and realism. Middlemarch can be 

interpreted as a deeply feminist novel despite being written 

during the patriarchal Victorian era. Because it opposes restricted 

gender roles, celebrates women's moral autonomy, presents a 

variety of female identities, stresses women's intellectual 

aspirations, and criticizes patriarchal marriage, it might be 

interpreted as a feminist novel. George Eliot highlights the 

limitations of Victorian society and advocates for more 

compassion, understanding, and autonomy for women through 

the characters of Dorothea, Rosamond, Mary, and others. Despite 

Eliot's lack of overt political answers, Middlemarch is a seminal 

proto-feminist work because of her realistic depiction of women's 

hardships and her insistence on their moral and intellectual 

importance. The book is still relevant today because it sparks 

conversations about gender, society, and the pursuit of self-

awareness. 

Critique of patriarchal marriage 

By depicting women's hardships, criticizing marriage and gender 

norms, and highlighting women's intelligence and moral 

agency, Eliot questions the constraints placed on women and 

foreshadows subsequent feminist ideas. Through the analysis of 

characters like Mary Garth, Rosamond Vincy, and Dorothea 

Brooke, Eliot highlights the social limitations placed on women 

while promoting empathy, autonomy, and self-awareness. 

Middlemarch's feminist critique of marriage as a patriarchal 

institution that limits women's freedom is among its most potent 

elements. Victorian laws limiting women's legal rights and 

granting husbands authority over their wives' possessions. Instead 

of serving as a fulfilment of love and intellectual connection, 

Eliot reveals how marriage can turn into a prison. 

One such example is the marriage of Dorothea Brooke and 

Edward Casaubon. Idealistic and very intelligent, Dorothea 

aspires to be guided by Casaubon into a life of education and 

spiritual fulfilment. But Casaubon disregards her intelligence, is 

insecure, and lacks emotion. Rather than encouraging 
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Dorothea's dreams, he suppresses and manipulates her. Their 

union serves as an example of how patriarchal control stifles 

women's independence and ambition. 

Rosamond Vincy and Lydgate's marriage also illustrate an 

oppressive dynamic. Social norms that dictate women should be 

ornamental and obedient have a significant influence on 

Rosamond. Her need for luxury and social standing puts Lydgate 

in a precarious financial and emotional situation. Eliot uses this 

marriage to attack how gender norms harm both men and 

women, but especially restrict women's ability to express themselves 

authentically. 

A major feminist concern, Eliot subtly challenges the romantic 

idealization of marriage by presenting it as a location of power 

imbalance and exposing its structural inequalities. 

 

2. The Suppression of Intellectual Ambition in Women 

Eliot portrays Dorothea Brooke as a woman with moral and 

intellectual aspirations in a culture that rejects women's access to 

public positions and serious education. Eliot believed in women's 

intelligence, and this notion is shown in Dorothea's ambition to 

pursue philosophy, theology, and social reform. 

Patriarchal systems, however, consistently thwart Dorothea's 

goals. Casaubon refuses to share his academic work in a 

meaningful way, treating her more like an assistant than a 

collaborator. Instead of engaging in intellectual endeavours, 

Middlemarch society expects women to limit herself to household 

responsibilities and charitable work. 

According to Eliot's empathetic depiction of Dorothea, women's 

intelligence is just as valuable as men's. Eliot confronts Victorian 

notions of women as merely decorative or emotional by showing a 

female character who longs for knowledge and purpose. One of 

the fundamental tenets of feminism is the emphasis on women's 

intellectual capacity. 

3. Various Ways Women Are Represented 

Several female characters with unique personalities, ideals, and 

life paths are shown in Middlemarch, in contrast to many 

Victorian books that only feature one idealized female type. 

Because it challenges the idea that there is only one proper way to 
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be a woman, this diversity is feminist in and of itself. 

• Dorothy Brooke is an example of moral earnestness and 

idealism. 

• Rosemary Vincy is the epitome of traditional femininity, beauty, 

and social aspirations. 

• Mary Garth is a symbol of independence, moral rectitude, and 

practical intelligence. 

• Traditional femininity and household tranquility are 

exemplified by Dorothea's sister, Cecilia Brooke. 

Eliot implies the diversity and complexity of women's lives and 

wants through these distinct characters. She demonstrates how 

societal conditioning affects Rosamond's actions rather than 

categorically denouncing her. When it comes to the social 

formation of gender roles, this nuanced portrayal is in line with 

feminist theories. 

4. Examining Gender Roles and Social Aspects 

The strict gender norms of Victorian society are criticized by Eliot. 

It is expected of women in Middlemarch to run households, get 

married successfully, and keep up social appearances. Professional 

professions, political activity, and intellectual aspiration are 

viewed as unsuitable for women. 

The demands made on women to fit in are demonstrated by Mary 

Garth's practical independence, Rosamond's consumerism, and 

Dorothea's frustration. Eliot illustrates how women's identities 

and choices are constrained by these constraints. 

The narrator also frequently makes sarcastic remarks about what 

society expects. Readers are encouraged to consider the fairness of 

social conventions and to empathize with women's problems via 

Eliot's narrative voice. _______________________________________ The 

work is socially and politically progressive because of this critical 

viewpoint. 

5. Women's Moral and Emotional Agency 

A further feminist feature of Middlemarch is Eliot's focus on the 

moral agency of women. Women are not helpless victims; they 

have agency, shape events, and affect others. 

Dorothea asserts her own happiness and independence by 

choosing to wed Will Ladislaw following Casaubon's passing, in 

spite of the social controversy and financial loss. Mary Garth 
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demonstrates her moral fortitude and independence by refusing 

to wed Fred Vincy until he demonstrates his responsibility. 

By granting women substantial narrative and ethical agency, 

Eliot subverts patriarchal notions of female helplessness and 

reliance. 

6. Compassion and Feminist Principles 

Eliot's feminist philosophy is based on her understanding of 

sympathy. Moral advancement, in her opinion, results from an 

awareness of other people's experiences. The narrator exhorts 

readers to sympathize with women who are subject to social 

constraints in Middlemarch. 

Feminist ethics, which frequently emphasize relational 

understanding and social responsibility, are consistent with this 

emphasis on empathy. Readers' understanding of women's inner 

life is increased by Eliot's narrative method, which challenges 

male-centred viewpoints. 

7. The Vision and Limitations of Proto-Feminism 

Despite being feminist in many ways, Middlemarch also captures 

the constraints of its era. In the end, Dorothea finds more 

fulfilment in marriage than in fame or success in her career. 

Legal reform and women's suffrage are two extreme political 

changes that Eliot opposes. 

Eliot's feminism, however, is humanistic and nuanced rather 

than revolutionary.  

  She lays the foundation for later feminist ideas by exposing 

injustice, valuing female intelligence, and criticizing 

patriarchal systems. 

 


