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ABSTRACT 

George ELiat7s Middlemarch 6 1 8 7 1 - 2 )  offers a series of 

literal and metaphorical conversations an the topic of 

wornen's position in society, and how that position is 

constructed in and t h r o u g h  language. These conversations 

narrator and reader. The plots ficonversetq with each other 

by taking up similar themes and working the themes out i n  

different ways, thus commenting on,  qualifying, and 

interpreting each other. The narrator carries on an 

extended conversation with the reader through the characters 

and  plots, hut also through her nauratorial comments. The 

conversations become the method of inquiry into the 

lat~guages and  definitions that control women; the 

conversations are also the means through which the reader 

comes to inquire into her own subjectivity. 

The novel explores issues of subjectivity, gender, 

voice, interpretation and audience in part through the plots 

of Mary Garth, Rosamond V i n c y  and Dorothea Brooke. The 

three young women deal with the language of patriarchy and 

the restrictions it places on them in different ways: Mary 

struggles against patriarchal constraints by manipulating 

them to her awn ends; Rosamond defines herself in terms o f  a 

romantic heroine and exposes these terms as inadequate to 

experience; and Dorathea questions the languages that 



c o n s t r a i n  h e r  by constantly seeking 3 vocabulary a p p r o p r i a t e  

t o  h e r  aspirations and experience. The t h r e e  char2e te rs  

read t h e i r  s o c i e t y  t h r o u g h  t h e  1angu'-lges a t  t h ~ i r  d i s p o s a l ;  

t h e  n o v e l  shows t h e  r e l a t i o n s h i p s  between t h e  avaSlahle 

languages a n d  t h e  c h a r a c t e r s t  senses of  s e l f ,  and t h u s  

exposes 50th the languages and  s o c i e t y  i t s e l f  a s  i n a d e q u a t e  

t o  the n e e d s  of the women, 

The q u e s t i o n s  a b o u t  patriarchal language t h e  n a r r a t o x  

raises in the plots a n d  c h a r a c t e r s  remain the t o p i c  of 

c o n v e r s a t i o n  b e t w e e n  t h e  n a r r a t o r  and reader .  T h e  n a r r d t u v  

solicits the p a r t i c i p a t i o n  of t h e  r e a d e r  t h r o u g h  u n d e r m i n i n g  

t h e  a u t h o r i t y  o f  n a r r a t o r i a l  d i s c o u r s e ,  and by a d d r e s s i n g  

the r e a d e r  d i r e c t l y .  As t h e  narrator and r e a d e r  expose 

patriarchal language as an inadequate c u n s t r u c t ,  t h e  

narrator invites t h e  r e a d e r  t o  compare  t h e  reader's own 

experience, a n d  t o  e x p l o r e  t h e  ways i n  wh ich  t h c  redder  

constructs h e r  own sense of  self t h r o u g h  l a n g u a g e ,  
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The reflections in the passage raise several r e l a t f d  

Sssues in the novel: subjectivity, especially as it becomes 

a consequence of  relationships; the importance of 

i n t e r p r e t a t i o n ,  again in r e l a t i a n ,  and contextually; gender 

as an element of  context and a way of defining individuals; 

l a n g u a g e  and voice, which are intricately connected both ta 

the first three issues, and t o  the idea of conversation; and 

audjrnce, and the ways i n  w h i c h  t h e  auZience c o n s t r u c t s  t h e  

r e f l e c t i o n ,  or the object under scrutiny. Finally, as I 

s u g g e s t  above, the passage becomes a metaphorical 

conversation between and among the reflections. 

I n  the passage, Rosamond and Mary define t h e m s e l v e s  in 

relation ta each other; that is to say, their subjectivity 

i s  a consequence of their relationship- Thus, f o r  Mary, the 

vision of h e r s e l f  between !'the two nymphst1 makes her a 

"brown patcht' with "the most unbecoming cornpanianfl (140). 

Rosamond, doubled, admires herself all the more next to 

Mary. Subjectivity, rather than being a finished product, 

is a "psacess and an unfolding," as the narrator says of a 

person's character, and it depends on context 1 1 7 % ) .  I n  

M_iddlernarch, subjectivity exists only in relation---to 

another character, to a situation, and so on. A character's 

sense uf  self is positioned and re-positioned as her or his 

c o n t e x t  changes, 

Just as subjectivity is bound to context, so is 

i : i t e r p x e t a t i n n .  Mary and Rosamond look at themselves, and 



make sense of what they see, in terms o f  each o t h c r .  M a k i i ~ q  

meaning is an ongoing p r o c e s s :  mean ing  is o o n t i n y c n t  oi l  

context and alters as c o n t e x t s  change. Mary becomes 

Rosamond 's immediate context, and vice v e r s a ;  thus, t t i ~  

narzator describes the interpretations o f  Mary ( " b r o w r i  

patchff), of the unseen "beholdervt {Rosarnond's " e y e s  of 

heavenly blue"), and of Rosamond (concealing ''less than 

exquisiteqr meanings I .  In turn, t h e s e  readings depend  on t.hc 

position (the context! of  the interpreter ---:~n w h r r e  she 

"standsfy in relation to the images, as character or  

observer. 

Definitions of gender are primary elements o f  c n n t e x t ,  

and therefore of interpretation. The emphasis on p l a i n n e s s  

and beauty in the passage sclqgests some of the comp1exit:i t::; 

gender brings to interpretation and s u b j e c t i v i t y .  P l a j  r i n ~ s s  

and beauty are labels that become a means o f  classifyinq .?rttl 

valuing according to criteria beyond the control of  women, 

Rosamond and Maxy interpret themselves and axe  interpreted 

through definitions over which they have no control, bkrt 

which nonetheless affect them prnfoundly, as Rosamor :d t -  

pride in her appearance and Mary's self-denigratjon : ? u q g c s t .  

T h e  idea of control through definitions i n d i c a t e s  the 

intricately connected ta subjectivity, i n t e r p r e t a t - i  on and 

gender. In the passage, each figure and each r e f l e c t i o n  h a s  

a voice, even in the absence of direct d i a l u y i l e ,  A ~ j d v  from 



t h e  more ahvious v o i c e s  (the narrator, Mary and Rosamsnd), 

t h e  reader and the beholdex--they are not necessarily 

identical, here--give voice to interpretations and judgments 

o f  the young women. The beholder articulated in the 

passage ,  for example, Is apparently susceptible to the 

"mirrortt J30samondts eyes become, and gives voice to the 

valuation that arises from the mirror/eyes: Rosamond is seen 

as exquisite. A separate voice comes from the image in the 

mirror itself (rather than the mirror of Rosamondfs eyes), 

and Roramond and Mary judge themselves against it. This 

v o i c e  is nut an individual's, but instead is society's 

collective d e f i n i t i o n s  of plainness and beauty. The 'fvoicet' 

in the mirror becomes one of judgment: Gilbert and Gubar 

s u g g e s t  in Madwoman in the Attic that there is a patriarchal 

voice of judgment in a mirror, and that this voice 

determines the self-evaluation of a woman looking at h e r s e l f  

f 3 8 ! ,  Thus Mary comments an her "unbecoming companion," and 

Rosamund preens all the more. 

Lanyuage, including the definitions that control, 

creates at least in part the subjectivity of the characters, 

so that Mary names herself "a brown patch'' in relation to 

Rosamond: Mary finds persuasive the language that defines 

pl.ainness and beauty, and names herself in its terms. But 

this language is also exposed and questioned: when Mary 

names herself in such negative terms, the terms themselves 





t h a t  compose t h e  conversation, the text poses questions 

about  the position of women. As Jennifer Uglow p u t s  it, 

"Midd lerriarchh 

interpreting 

descriptions 

asks us to compare different ways of 

life--by balancing against each other the 

provided, for example, by gossip, science, 

rcligion, biology and physics, p o e t r y  and art. . , . And 

the testing ground for all these languages is invariably 

'the nature of Woman' . . .l' (206). Moreover, both the 

Xanquaqes and the definitions they offer are explored and 

questioned, as are, for example, plainness and beauty in the 

mirror passage, 

This study argues that Middlemarch offers a series of 

literal and metaphorical conversations on the topic of what 

it means to be a woman: these conversations can occur in the 

literal speech or silence between characters, or 

metaphorically between characters, plots, and between the 

narrator and reader. The plots llconvexsen with each other 

by taking up similar themes and working those themes out in 

different ways, thus commenting on, qualifying, and 

interpreting each other, The narrator carries on an 

extended conversation with the reader through the characters 

and plots, but also through her narratorial comments. Thus 

the conversations become the method of inquiry into the 

languages and definitions that control women; the 

conversations are also the means through which the reader 

comes to inquire into her own gendered subjectivity. 



The points I raise above about the mirror passage 

(subjectivity, interpretation, gender, voice, and audience) 

are all implicit in the idea of conversation. The novel 

investigates the way a speaker positions h e r s e l f  atid her 

discourse; a character speaks from a position that depends 

on her subjectivity, gender, and audience. Participation in 

an exchange is contingent on voice and interpretation: 

without voices, obviously, there is no exchange, but 

response to an utterance depends on the relation between the 

speakers, on the speakers interpreting each other and the 

world around them. Through an analysis o f  the voices in t h e  

text, and the processes by which they are constructed, this 

study explores the conversations Middlemarch o f f e r s  about 

women. 

Chapter One sets out the theoretical frame f o r  my 

argument. It introduces M.M. Rakhtin's dialogism, and shows 

how dialogism is useful for the conversational analysis I 

propose. The chapter also connects dialogism with the 

relationship between the narrator and the r eade r .  The 

second chapter explores the feminist issues Middlemarch 

raises in plot and character, concentrating on Mary Garth, 

Rosarnond Vincy, and Dorothea Brooke, and the conversations 

their voices create. T h e  novel's feminist argumer i t  c2ntres  

on the experiences of these three characters: their p a r a l l c l  

plots revolve around courtship and marriage, 

say, the plots concern the processes through 

which 

which 



attain s e x c a l  maturity and move into the domestic sphere 

patxiskchal society prescribes far them.= The second 

chapter focuses on how Mary, Rosamond and Dorothca define 

themselves--that is, on their subjectivity--through their 

speech. The third and final chapter a n a l y s e s  the 

relationship between reader and narrator, and the 

r n e t a / c c t n v e r s a t i o n  between them. G e w ~ g e  Eliot's narrator is 

sometimes accused o f  being toc a-~thoritarian--of telling the 

reader how to r e s p ~ n d . ~  Rut to approach the novel as a 

c o n v e r s a t i o n  is to place the reader and narrator on a more 

equal footing: the relationship becomes an exchange, rather 

than o n e  in which the dictatorial narrator pushes t h e  

passive reader a r o u n d .  As a conversation, the relationship 

becomes a forum for further exploration of controlling 

definitions and language: the questions the narrator raises 

in plot and character remain the topic of conversation. 

Indeed, the novel solicits the participation of the reader: 

the reader's awn subjectivity is as much an object of 

inquiry as is that of the characters. The exploration of 

subjectivity in the characters implicates the reader (and 

the narrator); as the characters name and interpret what is 

around them, the reader names and interprets the charactessi 

patterns of  naming, thus coming to question her own. 



CHAPTER ONE 

REFLECTING ON CONVERSATION 

I don't feel sure about d o i n g  good i n  any way now: 
e v e r y t h i n g  seems like gaing an a mission to a 
people whose language I d o n ' t  know, 

In Middlemarch, George Eliot incorporates t h e  l a n g u a g e s  

uf gender ,  c lass,  p r o f e s s i o n ,  and s o  o n .  Each c h a r a c t e x  I s  

voice r e s o n a t e s  against the background of  all t h e  o t h e r  

voices and languages; each v o i c e  is p o s i t i o n e d  in relation 

to the others. This chapter e x p l o r e s  the ways in w h l c k  

gendered voices become involved in political struggles, and 

the way the reader's voice is implicated in the creation of 

speaking selves. 

I want to begin with my central m e t a p h o r  o f  

Mconversation.w For my purposes, the word connotes an 

"interchange of thoughts and w o r d s ;  familiar disc ours^ or 

talkf' ( O m ) .  "Interchange" and "familiar" are t h e  f ucal 

points--these axe  more appropriate to Middlemarch than a r p  

the more formal discourse or verbal sparring t h a t  

"conversation" can c ~ n n o t e . ~  I draw t h i s  p o i n t  o u t  beca t~se  

I want to associate conversation with something akin to 

gossip: conversation as familiar talk that might take place 

around a kitchen t a b l e ,  for example. 
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This kind of intimate talk is generally associated with 

both style {hesitant, qualified, question-posing) and 

content (concern for the everyday, the practical, and t h e  

interpersonal) is typically devalued by men and women 

alike," suggest Belenky et al, in Women's Ways of Knowing 

(19). But despite its devaluation, wwomenfs talkn is a 

crucial "way of knowingw that enables "individuals to enter 

into the social and intellectual life of their communityti 

EBelenky e t  al 2 6 ) .  In other words, vwomenqs talktF is a 

made of inquiry that enables speakers both to place 

themselves and others in society and to learn about 

themselves and others. 

Thus, conversation is less an exchange of information 

than it is an inquiry for two (or more) voices. And the 

sequence of <his inquiry is crucial, as Spacks suggests of 

gassip: "Inarrativel, interpretation, judgement: this 

sequence dominates gossip, with varying proportions of each 

component. Together they generate a characteristic rhythm 

sf investigation. And--more to the immediate point--they 

create story . . ." (131. Making meaning is a continuing 

process :  meaning is made, and re-made, as the talk 

tentinues. Spacks goes cn t c  point out t h e  relationship 

between this kind a • ’  talk and the act of reading a novel: 

"reading novels establishes a tie resembling that of gossip, 

since what reader and narrator share is a set of responses 



to the private d o i n g s  of rizhfy imagined individualst+ (22). 

Thus, reading, like gossiping, is a way of knowing: t h e  

reader learns f rom the experience of others--in this case, 

both the characters and the narratox, S i n c e  the rzarxator  

responds to the characters  and events, t h e  reader can 

cornpaxe her own respgnses to the n a r r a t o r ' s :  j u d g m e n t  is 

negotiated t h r o u g h  conversation. 

Just as the activity of reading is like gossiping, the 

subject matter and style of a novel such as Middlema~.jj- echo 

the content and style of "women's talk." Hesitancy, 

qualificatian, and question-posing mark women's t a l k ,  and 

"concern for the everyday, the practical, and the 

interpersonaln form its content (Belenky e t  al 2 7 ) .  

Middlemarch centres on human relations, but it also pays 

attention to the details o f  hu3a.n life: M y s .  Cadwalladcrls 

penny-pinching, Mrs. Vincy's inappropriate r i b b o n s ,  Mrs. 

Garth's pies, and Fred Vincy's handwriting all receive 

considerable attention. Even the large political issues 

Pike the Reform Bill a r e  more frequently playLd out 4n 

private spheres than in public: thus, Wil.1 L&?islaw8s 

decisior: to take up Brooke's campaign is mativat-d more by 

the desire to be near Dorothea t h a n  it is Gy poli?iica2 

commitment, And while one can hardly call Gecxqe Eliut's 

style "hesitant," the novel proceeds by posing questions and 

by making qualifications. Characters, events, and j udgmen t s  

are subject to endless reflection: Dorotheats axdnur is 



qualified both by the narrator's irony and by CeliaTs 

practical turn of mind, Rosamondis selfishness is mitigated 

by the narrator's explanation of the circumstances that 

faster it, and so on. 

Tn sum, then, "conversation" as "familiar discourse or 

talkw has associations with the denigrated forms of "women's 

talkw and gossip. However, Middlemarch reverses this 

evaluation: while undoubtedly a novel, it is best understood 

as a conversation that turns on the theme o f  women. 

Canversation becomes a mode of inquiry--on the part of the 

reader as much a z  on the part of the novel--wherein the 

(metaphorical or literal! speakers "exchange and interpret 

information in order . . . to enlarge their grasp of someone 
else's experience and thus, ideally, better to understand 

their own" (Spaoks 961 ,  To come to terms with another's 

experience is to recognize the other's subjectivity, to take 

another's definition of self into account. The experiences 

of the charactexs in Middlemarch--particularly the young 

women's--comment on my own experience, and give me a forum 

for comparing my subjectivity to theirs. Through this 

comparison, especially through seeing how language affects 

the characters, I come to a better understanding of my own 

subjectivity: my voice enters into conversation with the 

many voices in the novel, 

Since Bakhtin sees the novel as composed of "a 

diversity of social speech types (sometimes even diversity 



of languages! and a diversity of individual voices, 

artistically organizedv f 2 6 2 1 ,  his observations add anulhcr 

perspective. He a r g u e s  that whefi a charactc*~ speaks, t h e  

utterance socnds against a background of  all t h e  o t h e r  

'fsocial speech typestt--all the other voices--in the nov.rel. 

For Bakhtin, one vaice represents one ideological pasitinn, 

so each utterance enters a political debate with t h e  other 

languages in the text. Bakhtin suggoats t h a t  a charac te r  i s  

an "image of a language" (336); t h u s ,  a character's 

subjectivity and h e r  utterance are inextricably linked. 

Since each vaice represents a world view, c o n f l i c t  is 

inevitable. Bakhtin envisions the confli.ct as a s t r u y g l e  

between the ever-nresent centripetal and centrifugal f o r c e s  

in language. Centripetal language "gives expression to 

forces working toward concrete verbal and idsol.agi.cal 

unification and centralization," while centrifugal languaye 

works against unification, since centrifugal language j s  

composed 0 5  nlar~guages o f  social groups, 'professionGI' and 

'generic* languages, languages of  generdtion and s o  forthtf 

( 2 7 1 - 2 ) .  In other words, Dakhtin sees an ongo ing  s t x ~ ~ y y l c  

for control of meaning in the face of many i d e o l o g i c a l  

positions, and this struggle accurs f j r s t  in and t h r u u g h  

language. 

In Middlemarch, the views of women o f f e r e d  by r r m l r t  

characters are attempts to contra1 language, d e f i n i t i o n ,  a n d  

people. Characters like C a s a u b n n  and L y d g a t c  seek a unitary 



languaqe ( t h o u g h  they d o  n o t  s e e k  t h e  same one !  t o  explain 

the wcrld ard their place in it. Both the language of 

mythology and the language of science (as these characters 

conceive them) have a place far women--on the margins, and 

as accessories to the more important work of the male 

characters. Thus, Casaubon's primary use for Dorothea is as 

a s o r t  of "talking headtg--he only wants a reader. Lydqate 

takes a "strictly scientific view of womangg: women become 

objects to be viewed under a microscope (183). Definitions 

like these seek to control women by reducing them to 

objects. Neither a talking head nor a specimen on a slide 

can challenge the views of the male characters. But, since 

Dozothea and Rosamond resist the definitions, a struggle 

over language and ideology ensues. 

The novel depicts the struggle over definitions as 

playing out between the genders, but Eakhtin does not 

include gender in his discussions of linguistic-ideological 

positlons. Rccent feminist revisions of dialogism place 

gender at the centre of the struggle. Feminist dialogic3 

begin "[at1 the point of contradiction between the alienated 

female voice and the interpretive community anxious to 

incorporate and domesticate that voice in order to silence 

its threat . . ." (Bauer x), The division between monologic 

and dialogic language becomes a gendered struggle for 

control of definition between a marginalized female voice 

and a centralized male voice. Each utterance has this 



struggle as its background, as the context ic w h i c h  i t  

signifies, 

Bakhtin argues  that a d i a l o g u e  is compoxcd of  ? ' an  

utterance, a reply, and a relation between the t w o u  

{Holquist Dialoqism 3 8 ) .  Since an uttexance is always 

addressed to someone or s o m e t h i n g ,  there is always a 

relationship to which t h e  reader s h o u l d  attend, Holquist 

goes on to suggest that the relation is t h e  crucial 

component ,  without which utterance and reply would be 

meaningless ( 3 8 ) .  The relationship is a p o l i t i c a l  o n r :  t h e  

utterance and reply express the world views of the s p c a k r r s ,  

in Bakhtin's thought, so the relationship n e c e s s a r i l y  

negotiates two world views, As Bakhtin puts it, referring 

to the number of languages in a novel, "no matter how t h e s e  

languages are conceived, they may al.1 be taken as particular 

points of view on the worldf1 ( 2 9 3 1 ,  Each $speaker, w i t h  hcr 

particular voice, expresses her way of understanding t h e  

world, every time she speaks (or, for that n t a t t c r ,  when F T ~ C  

chooses not to speak). B a k h t i n  s u g g e s t s  that all u t t . e r a n c e : ;  

are marked by the speaker so that meaning m u s t  be n e q o t j ~ t c d  

(293). To quote Caryl Emerson, 

/because1 no two individuals ever cntixely 
coincide in their experience o r  belong t n  
precisely the same set of social g r o u p s ,  every a c t  
of understanding involves an act o f  translation 
and a negotiation of values. Tt is e s s e n t i a l l y  a 
phenomenon of interrelation and interaction ( 2 • ÷ W f ,  



And because meaning must he negotiated, and world v iew is st 

stake, the negotiation is ideological and power is of 

central importance. 

Bakt,tin makes a distinction between what he calls 

"authoxitative" language and language that is "internally 

persuasive." He explains that the authoritative word is 

external: " w e  encounter it with its authority already fused 

to i t , "  ( 3 4 2 )  '?It is, so to speak, the word of the fathers. 

Its authority was already acknowledqed in the pasttt (342, 

his emphasis). Clearly, feminists associate this k l n d  of 

discourse with patriarchy5: it is imposed, and one is 

expected to accamrnodate oneself to it as it is presented, 

since it cannot be qualified: ';one must either totally 

affirm it, or totally reject it" ( 3 4 3 ) .  To reject the 

authoritative ward entirely is a risky proposition: for the 

female characters, it is quite literally tqthe word of the 

fatherst1--it is the word they live by, the centre of the 

community. 

Internally p e r s u a s i v e  language, on the other hand, 

works in concert with the speaker's pre-existing language, 

In the everyday rounds of our consciousness, the 
internally persuasive word is half-ours and half- 
someone elsets. Its creativity and productiveness 
consist precisely in the fact that such a word 
awakens new and independent words, that it 
orqanizes masses of our words from within, and 
does not remain in isolated and static condition 
( 3 4 5 ) .  



a ~ p l L e d  to new ccn tes t s .  I t  is t h e  k i n d  o f  l ?nquag I?  ~ I t h  

w h i c h  t.;c; same Gur reality, and  i+, comes $fita p l a y  r ,s j  f:tt r , t l r  

fcrrnrr ways of naming: it is how wc m a k e  s e n s o  O F  n c w  

c o n t e x t s .  

h e r s e l f  t h r o u g h  discourser she s e z i s t s  a r  3 u t c = g m b s  t n  

authoritative f anguage, a n d  s h e  f 4  n d s  c c r t a ?  n kind:; o f  

" t r y i n g  o n w  new k i n d s  of  language h e r s e l f .  Rakhtin a - + ~ q t ~ r 8 s  

that these axe  the processes depicted in t h e  rtovel: 

I n  a word, the novelistic p l o t  serves  t a  r c p x e s c n !  
speaking p E r s o n s  a n d  their idenlogical w o r l d s .  
What is r ea l i zed  i n  t h e  n o v e l  is the process of 
corning to know oRe's own language as it i s  
perceived i n  someone e l s e y s  language, coming t n  
know o n e ' s  awn b e l i e f  system i n  someone e l s e ' s  
system. T h e r e  takes  place w i t h i f i  t h e  navel 2 n  
ideological translation of another's language, dnd  
an avercuming of  its o t h e r n e s s - - a n  otherness t ha t :  
is only contingent, t cx te rna l ,  i l l u s o r y  1 5 6 5 ~ ~  

The concept of character  deve lopment  b c c ~ m e s  h e r e  i 3  

negotiation of l i n g u i r ; t i c . b i d e c s l o g i c a l  zystems.  "Cljnkinq t~ 

know one3s own language" i n  d i f f e r e n c e  from ~ t k i r - x s  c a n  r r i c d r l  

a struggle if  ane's internally persuasive f3fiquage oppazez  

the authoritative wozd, and thSs k i n d  of 3 t 1 ~ q g I e  18 c r l l c i a l  

in a feminist dialogic r e a d i n g ,  



prt2cess: it is a l w a y s  contingent, always contextual, and is 

ms,:cki i> f  t h e  te:e:t t : s y i ~ g  t r j  f i n d  a position from which s h e  

car€ spi-'"tk. S h p  conk i r :na l .  ?, y F, j fids gaps be tween  

questioning a f  $13 - 3 3 ~ 5 ,  A t  t h e  beginning of t h e  novel, s h e  

E$lult, but  t h e r e  i t  is), asd  i n  her n a i v e t y ,  she asks 

i r n x e n t ?  y urges Car3ubon to p u b l i s h  h i s  work, h i s  anger  and  



teach it to h e r ,  which implies h i s  own s e n s e  of  i t s  

inadequacy.  B u t  D o r s t h e a  does  n o t  e n t i r e l y  see  w h a t  s h ~  h a s  

done:  she c a n n g t  see the extent to which h e r  yucstions 

undermine his l a n g u a g e - - - h i s  sense of s e l f ,  B u t  t h e  reader  

sees how h e r  "prlemicsl failure t o  u n d e r s t a n d "  scrves t o  

u n d e r m i n e  a language t h a t  seeks to constrain her IEakhtln 

Dale Baueuts feminist r e v i s i o n  of Bakhtinfs dialogism 

equates female polemical  s t u p i d i t y  w i t h  "a r e s i s t i n g  r e a d e r  

within t h e  t e x t "  (11, h e r  emphasis)* 

f n o t h e r  words, "na ive"  c h a r a c t e r s  r e s i s t  
u n d e r s t a n d i n g  t h e  world ciccording to dominant: 
conventions, resist abstract cateqories of 
language, and also refuse t a  !or c a n n o t !  accept  
whole-heartedly the ideology sf the ~ t h c $ x ;  t h e i r  
n a i v e t e  r e m a i n s ,  and  because of  t h i s  i gno rance ,  
n o t  d e s p i t e  i t ,  a struggle emexges f B a u e z  1 2 ) .  

This struggle t ake s  the form of  breaking wottld-Lte moricslilg!xrn 

down by c h a l l e n g i n g  it. Thus, D a r o t h e a  "fail:; t o  

u n d e r s t a n d v  h e r  "placen: s h e  r e s i s t s  e f f o r t s  of  Ewooke  a n d  

C a s a u b o n  t o  f i t  h e r  into a pze-defined place, a n d  i n  5 0  

doing, she creates a space f c r  r e s i s t i n g  h ~ r  "pTc3c~,'l a 

space for q2estjoninq t he  l a c ~ u a g e  t h a t  ccnsigns h e r  t o  

p~werlessness, 

Baaerrs notion of a resisting reader  in t h e  t e x t  ra,i:~e:3 

t h e  i s s u e  of t h e  r e a d e r  h e r s e l f ,  I n  t h e  case c ~ f  Dorothea's 



questioning, the reader takes up the questions that Dorothea 

a s k s ,  and, perhaps, takes them further. "The role of the 

readcr . . . is to q u e s t i o n  and restructure the 'cultural 

and jntcrtextual framesv in which the character operates and 

is made foolishu ( B a u s r  12). B a u e r  indicates here that the 

reader  is necessarily an 

meaning, that the reader 

encounter with the t e x t .  

active participant in making 

involves herself in a dialogic 

When one figures the text as dialogic, it follows that 

the reader brings hen own world view, encoded in her 

language and interpretive strategies, into play with the 

voices in the text. The reader might not align herself with 

a particular character or point of view ( I  incjude the 

narrator, here), but rather she can occupy a position that 

shiEts in relation to particular scenes in the text. I 

think it important to make this point, especially in 

connection ta Middlemarch, because the novel has so aften 

been criticized f o x  not leaving the reader a position from 

which tn resist the authority of the n a ~ r a t o r . ~  From a 

dialogic point of view, the reader necessarily participates 

in making meaning, and does not need the pexmission of the 

narrator (or the critic) to engage in the text. As I will 

argue l a?er ,  both Middlemarchts n a r r a t o r  and the narrative 

i t se l f  invite participation throughout, but I raise the 

issue now because of the implications for reader response 

implicit in dialogism. 



Patricinio F .  Schweickart, in a n  essay tha t  

investigates a feminist theory of reading, notes t h a t  n n c  of 

the main questions in reader response theory h a s  h s c n  

whether the text or the r e a d e r  controls the oxpesicncc of  

reading ( 3 6 ) .  She proposes instead d " d i a l e c t i c  o f  

communication" as a feminist model a f  reading ( 5 3 ) .  And 

while she does n a t  specificafly r e fe r  t o  Bakhtin, she a l - s n  

calls her model 3fciialogic7f (52). This i s  t:hc k i n d  oF rnodr? 

I propose f o r  reading Mjddtemarch: onc in which t :hr  re'3der 

converses with the characters and the n a r r a t o r ,  d 

conversation which neither the xcader nor  t h e  narrator 

cuntrols, but instead an e x p e r i e n c e  that functions as a 

dialogue. 

The reader, to return to Bakhtin's terms, is a n o t h e r  

dialogizing force: she c o n t r i b u t e s  h e r  voice to the 

discussion. This is a n  important point, because t h e  r e a d e r  

is ultimately the site of the struggle between d i d l o g i z e d  

voices. She articulates the w o r l d  views i n  t h e  tcxL, and 

tests her own voice against them, So, just as t h e  

characters test their views against others1, t h e  reader  

tests herself against { o r  with) the narrator- Tn o t h e r  

words, there is a continuing analogy between the a c l i v i t i i b s  

within the text and be tween  the t e x t  and  the r e a d e r .  To 

some extent, the reader echoes what the cha rac t e r s  do as 

they struggle to interpret their world: they i n t e r p r e t  

according to t h e i r  language, t h e  narrator sornet  irnes (J•’ f e r  :.i 
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interpretations, and the reader interprets these, and weighs 

them against her percepi:ior!s of the world outside the text. 

The zeader thus becomes the site for reflection on 

languages and world views. T would argue that a feminist 

reader takes a position against the monologicfpatriarchaZ 

authority George Eliot depicts in the novel. She (the 

reader) recognizes her allegiance to the characters and 

incidents that seek ta break down monologism; she does this 

based on hew own marginalized position. This has everything 

to do with understanding through relations and contexts, 

hecause her reading is necessarily based on her own context. 

There is a sense in which this kind of reading goes 

back to the traditional reading of Middlemarch as a plea for 

empathetic understanding. Empathy is based on feeling with 

the o t h e r :  readers have long understood the novel to argue 

the necessity 02 acknowledging the nequivalent centre of 

s e l f f ?  in another person. But before that kind of 

acknowledgement is possible, one has to have a sense of 

self--a sense o f  the position from which the " I "  speaks. 

Reading Middlemarch is a process of articulating the 

r e a d e x f s  as well a s  the "IqsU of the (female) 

characters. The point of articulating " I t t  is necessarily 

rooted in discourse, an3 this is as true for the characters 

as it is for the reader, Thus, we return to t h e  levels of 

canvexsation: the reader reads the charactens articulating 

( O K  silencing) themselves, and the reader finds her position 



i n  her c o n v e r s a t i o n  w i t h  t h e  t e x t ,  w i t h  t h c  n a r r a t o r .  T h e  

followjng c h a p t e r  explores t h e  readerts c ~ n v e r s a t i o n  with 

the languages and subject i v i t  i es  of Mary, Rosamund ,  and 

D o r o t h e a ,  and shows  how t h e s c  cha rac t e r s  c r i t i q ~ l e  

patriarchal language. 



CHAPTER TWO 

VOICES READING: MARY, ROSAMOND, AEjD DOROTHEA 

I never  c a l l e d  e v e r y t h i n g  by t h e  same name t h a t  
all t h e  p e o p l e  a b o u t  m e  d i d .  . . . 

D o z a t h e a  Brooke  

G i l b e r t  a n d  Gubar s u g g e s t  t h a t  f o r  l i t e r a r y  a r t i s t s  

M s e l f - d e f i n i t i o n  n e c e s s a r i l y  p r e c e d e s  s e l f - a s s e r t i o n  . . . t t  

(17). I would add  t h a t  t h i s  is t r u e  o f  s p e a k e r s  i n  g e n e r a l :  

" ' 1  AMf c a n n o t  b e  u t t e r e d  i f  t h e  ' 1 '  knows n o t  w h a t  it i sw 

( G i l b e r t  and  Gubar  1 7 ) .  One o f  t h e  g e n e r a l  a s s e r t i o n s  o f  

T h e  Madwoman i n  t h e  A t t i c  i s  t h a t  u t t e r i n g  "I" is a 

d i f f e r e n t  p r o p o s i t i o n  f o r  a woman t h a n  i t  is f o r  a  man, a n d  

w h i l e  G i l b e r t  and  Gubar  make t h i s  p o i n t  p a r t i c u l a r l y  a b o u t  

women w r i t e r s ,  it I s  a l s o  t r u e  o f  t h e  c h a r a c t e r s  t h e s e  

wr i te rs  c rea te .  T h i s  c h a p t e x  a n a l y z e s  t h e  ways i n  wh ich  

Mary G a r t h ,  Rosamond V l n c y  and  D o r o t h e a  Brooke  a s s e r t  

t h e m s e l v e s  a s  "IW; i t  d e s c r i b e s  t h e  c o s t s  and compromises  

t h e  c h a r a c t e r s  make i n  u t t e r i n g  "1." 

S i n c e  t h e  c o n t e x t s  o f  t h e  t h r e e  c h a r a c t e r s  d i f f e r ,  s o  

d a  t h e  p r o b l e m s  t h e y  f a c e  i n  d e f i n i n g  t h e m s e l v e s  a n d  f i n d i n g  

p o s i t i o n s  f r o m  w h i c h  t o  speak. Each o f  t h e  t h r e e  s p e a k s  a 

d i f f e r e n t  language; as R a k h t i n  p s t s  i t ,  each is a n  "imaqs? 

2 Zansuaqe"  t h a t  speaks a d i f f e r e n t  w o r l d  v i e w  ( 3 3 6 ,  h i s  

e m p h a s i s ) .  Thus ,  e a c h  o f  t h e  t h r e e  l a n g u a g e s  becomes a 



potential a r e n a  for struggle with patriarchal monologic 

authority, through either overt or covawt challenge. And 

among themselves, the three languages converse about w h a t  it 

means to be a woman. 

The three languages resonate a g a i n s t  the politjcal 

background of the Reform Bill, significant because, as 

Robert Kiely paints out, ' ' i n  periods of social disorder a n d  

incoherence, language is one af  the structures that f a l t e r s t +  

(104). In Middlemarch, parliamentary politics serve as only 

one aspect of patriarchal society open to challenges, b u t  

the need to reform parliament signifies the need to revise 

other oppressive systems. So, the position:: af the 

characters toward the Reform Bill inform their languages and 

world views on other issues as well. While t h e  t h r e e  fcrnalc 

characters challenge patriarchy as a whale, they differ in 

their positions toward national politics. Mary Garth sides 

with the more conservative elements in the t e x t :  her f a t h e r  

works on the land, and is the keeper of a l d  values and 

traditional morality. Rosamond Vincy, whose father i s  both 

a politician and manufacturer, a l s o  holds up conservative 

values, but hers are different from Mary's: Rosamond's 

position is based on the description o f  life offc~ed by 

romance novels, and consequently she does n o t  concern 

herself with questions a • ’  national politics. D o r u t h c a ,  on 

the other hand, seeks to reform w h a t e v e r  she can: her 

desires are guided by her need to do good, The d i f f e r i n g  



positions of the three toward national politics and thcir 

v a r i ~ u s  class backgrounds make a l l  the m o r e  effective t h e i r  

chaflenges to patriarchy: despite their positions, and the 

effects t h o s e  positions have on their languages and senses 

of self, their v o i c e s  are marked by gender, and by a desire 

to break down the systems that oppress them. 

The fePreludee of Middlemarch begins to address 

questions of women and self-hood with its d i s c u s s i o n  o f  

Saint Theresa. Her "passionate, ideal nature demanded an 

epic life," and while at first denied this by ffdomestic 

reality in the shape of uncles," she went on to find her 

"eposW ( 2 5 ) .  What Saint T h e r e s a  had, and "later-born 

Theresas" lack is a 'tcoherent social faith and  order which 

could perform the functiion of knowledge for the ardently 

willjny soulff (25). In other words, Saint Theresa's actions 

resonate against a recognizable background; she knows who 

she is i n  relation to those around her. fiLater-bozn 

Theresasf' have nothing that wperTorm[sl the function of 

knowledgeM for them: the narrator articulates both the need 

for se3f-knowledge and its link to a characterfs perception 

of nzeality.ll 

A t  the s a m e  time, the narrator suggests that the 

"ardently willing souln may have to substitute something 

that merely acts as though it were knowledge, rather than 

bcing knowledge itself. The question, then, becomes 

epistemological: it concexns how women know, what they know, 



and to what use that knowledge is put. Looked at f r o m  the 

outside, the question is a l s o  how WP k n o w  nornrn.  The  

narrator indicates that "the sameness of wornents coiffure 

and the favourite love-stories in prose and v e r s e v  c i zp  

inadequate measures of "knowledge" about wornen----tke:;e 

measures merely perform the "function o f  know;.bdyeif 1 2 6 1 ,  

W2ments coiffurc and favourite l o v e - s t o r i e s  c o n s t r a i n  r a t h c r  

than enrich: they limit perceptions of  and r e s p o n s e s  to 

women, so that any who overstep the boundaries oE the 

confining definitions a r e  suspect. A s  t h e  narrator p u t s  it, 

f f  Isanel people did what t h e i r  neighhours d i d ,  s o  that i f  any 

lunatics were at large, one might know and avo id  themtt (31 ) .  

Within this oppressive system, coiffures and l o v e - s t o r i c s  

come to se rve  as "reality. 

In effect, coiffures and love-stories nffcr a "scriptt' 

by which women are judged. Instead of  looking at wnmerits 

particularized experience as a way of knowing them, the 

scripts come to replace the necessity of e x p e r i e n c e .  

relationship of knowledge a n d  experience, and he s u g y e s t s  

that she believes, with George Henry L e w c s ,  that " I n o l  

amount of knowl.edge in q e n e r 8 1  suffices t:o r e p l a c e  

?E i r t i cu la r  e x p e r i e n c e "  (lewes, emphas i s  h i s ,  q;aoted irl Welsf; 

22711.251. The three female charac te rs  d o  n o t  h a v e  t h e  

access to experience they need to replace g e n e r a l  k r ~ a w l r : d q e  

(coiffures and love-stories). "Authorjtativen d e E i n i t : i o n s  



s e r v e  Instead of experience, So, the n a r r z t o r  questions the 

adequacy n f  the definitions of women: she n o t e s  that "the 

limits of variation are really much wider than a n y  one would 

imagine , . .?' (26). Thus she underscores the importance of 

experience: she indicates that, in order to know women, one 

must recognize particular experience. 

Mary, Rosamond and Dorothea are the primary characters 

through whom the narrator explores definitions of women. 

Contrasts abound, but s o  do similarities. Like Saint 

Theresa, they are a l l  beset by "domestic realityt? in the 

shapes O F  both uncles and other assorted males, yet their 

ways of dealing with those around them differ enormously. 

The narrator establishes their contexts carefully, and pays 

close attention to how they use and interpret language. 

Taking each in turn, I w i l l  explore the differences and 

similarities in their ideological positions, and show haw 

they challenge patriarchal control through language. 

3 begin with Mary G a r t h  for a number a • ’  reasons. She 

neceives much less critical attention than Rosamond or 

Durothea, and critics tend to understate her importancea7 

However, her plat, as one o f  the "Three Love Problems," 

comments significantly on the stories of the other two. 

Despite the fact that Mary does not receive the same amount 

of attention in the text as Dorothea and Rosamond do, her 

l o v e  story progresses alongside the others, and 

significantly, hers is the last to be resolved: the final 
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numbered c h a p t e r  d e a l s  with h e r  engagemen t  t o  Fred ,  a n 3  i n  

t h e  t f F i n a l e , f t  t h e  reader l e a r n s  t h a t  s h e  and  Fred " a r h i e v r d  

a s o l i d  m u t u a l  h a p p i n e s s f f - - - t h e  o n l y  o n e  of the three coaples 

t o  r e c e i v e  t h a t  e n d  ( 8 9 0 ) .  So,  e v e n  i f  s h e  h a s  J e s s  t:cxtuaX 

s p a c e ,  t h e  p l a c i n g  of  her s t o r y  is impurtank, as  is t h e  

comment on h e r  l i f e  i n  t h e  " F i n a l e , "  

On t h e  s u r f a c e ,  Mary a n d  Hosamond h a v e  s i m i l a r  

b a c k g r o u n d s :  t h e y  a re  c o u s i n s ,  and t h e y  have  t h e  same 

e d u c a t i o n  ( t h o u g h ,  a s  a n  a r t i c l e d  p u p i l ,  Mary pxrsumab!y d i d  

w i t h o u t  t h e  extras " s u c h  a s  t h e  g e t t i n g  i n  a n d  a:lC of  a 

c a r r i a g e "  o f f e r e d  by Mrs. L e m a n f s  s c h a o l )  ( 9 2 3 f .  B u t  Mary 

h a s  "the a s p e c t  o f  a n  o r d i n a r y  s i n n e r t f  t o  R o s a m o n d t s  

" a n g e l i c w  f a i r n e s s ,  and  Mazy h a s  I fno t  a t t a i n e d  t h a t  p e r f e c t  

good s e n s e  a n d  good  p r i n c i p l e  wh ich  axe  u s u a l  1 y recommended 

t o  t h e  l e s s  f o r t u n a t e  g i r l  . , "  ( 1 4 0 ) .  While  s h r e w d ,  Mary 

h a s  "a s t r e a k  o f  s a t i r i c  h i t t e x n e s s  continually r e n e w ~ d  and 

n e v e r  carried u t t e r l y  o u t  o f  sight" ( 1 4 0 ) .  Iier " r e i g n i n g  

v i r t u e n  is h o n e s t y ,  and " s h e  c e i t h e r  tsied t n  c r e a t e  

i l l u s i o n s ,  nox i n d u l g e d  i n  t h e m  Ear  h e r  o w n  behoof  . . . "  
( 1 4 0 ) .  The n a r r a t o r ' s  d e s c r i p t : i s n  o f  Mary is  l a r g e l y  

p o s i t i v e ,  b u t  M a r y ' s  b i t t e r  s t r e a k  q u a l i f i e s  t h e  p o r t r a i t ,  

even t h o u g h  t h e  n a r r a t o r  e x p l a i n s  i t s  o r i g i n s .  

The n a r r a t o r  d e s c r i b e s  Mary a s  " p l a i n "  and  a c c o u n t s  For 

t h e  b i t t e r  streak i n  t h a t  way: 

P l a i n n e s s  has i t s  p e c u l i a r  t e m p t a t i o n s  and  v i c e s  
q u i t e  as much as  b e a u t y ;  i t  is a p t  e i t h e r  t o  f e i g n  
a m i a b i l i t y ,  o r ,  n o t  f e i g n i n g  i t ,  t o  s h s w  a l l  t h e  
r e p u l s i v e n e s s  of  d i s c o n t e n t :  a t  any r a t e ,  t o  b e  



called an ugly thing in contrast with that lovely 
creature y o u 1  companion, is apt to produce some 
e f f e c t  beyond a sense of fine veracity and fitness 
in the p h z a s e  ( 1 4 0 ) .  

The narrator explains part of the construction of Mary's 

senye of self: Mary is (necessarily) affected hy how others 

name her. The language in this passage is telling: 

wpLai r l r i es~ ,  '+ vfrepulsiveness, " "ugly thingw--this kind of 

naming is, as the narrator says, likely to have an effect on 

the one thus named. The controlling definitions of beauty 

and plainness are part af Maryfs sense of self: she names 

herself in terms not her own, and interprets those around 

her through the same terms. Mary is an "ugly thingft only in 

contrast, but because she is never out of the social 

context, with all its definitions, she cannot escape these 

names. 

Mary responds to those araund her--her audience-- 

largely in kind, as she s a y s  herself: "1 am not magnanimous 

enough to like people who speak to me without seeming to see 

mew ( 2 4 1 ) .  Thus, when Mrs. Waule speaks of Mary in the 

third person in front of her, Mary contradicts her 

immediately (significantly, these are the first words s h e  

speaks in the novel): IrNo . . . I dislike hearing scandal 

t o a  much to wish to repeat itft ( 1 3 3 ) .  The first time the 

reader hears Mary, she begins with a negative, then asserts 

herself (her " I w f  in firm opposition to her interlocutor. 

It is also significant that Mary refuses Mrs. Waule's 



w ' p e r r n i s s i o n ~ '  to r e p e a t  t h e  "scandal"  a b o u t  Frcd Vincy:  Mary 

will n o t  p a r t i c i p a t e  i n  t h e  k i n d  o f  social c o n t r o l  t h a t  Mr?:, 

Wsulets tales represen t .  Mary's f i r s t  speech sur=+'er ts  d n  

a t t e m p t  t o  c o n t r o l  Fred l a n d  Mary) t b s o u g h  languaye; w h r n  

Mary places  he r se l f  against a s o c i a l l y  sdnrt1or;cd m e m s  v f  

keeping peop;e i n  t h e i r  places. e 

Mary seeks power, j u s t  as Rosarnond does  over L y d q a t s ,  

a n d  s h e  f i n d s  that power--and h e r  i d e n t i t y - - i n  eontrullinq 

t h e  u n s t e a d y  Fred. Having l i t t l e  will of  h i s  cwn, F r c d  

p r o p e n s i t y  f o r  t h i s  k i n d  B • ’  rnanipulatz ion shows o n e  of her  

similarities to Rosamnnd, who m a n i p u l a t e s  Lydya!:~~ f . 4  f ~ t r  t h ~ f  

than it is a comment on the kind o f  s o c i e t y  t h a t  f o r c e s  

women to asser t  theis senses of s e l f  t h r e a g k  t t h e ~ s  - a n d  

t h a t  makes marriage a wornanis o n l y  vwcati~n* Mary i a  t h e  



jnffuence, even as she reminds u s  of t h e  d e c e i t  practiced by 

the woman w h o  f - ~ n c t i o n s  as a power b e h i n d  the scenesff  ( 5 1 3 ) .  

T h p  sense ~f decef t is a1s3 heard  i n  the k i n d  of 

d-u t t f cnes s  o f  Mary's Xanguaye, especially when she speaks 

w i t h  Fred .  Ml,? ,̂ry r e zponds  t.j what Fred says to h e r ,  as 

Rnsamond is always caxeful t o  d o  w i t h  Lydgate ,  but w h e r e  

R a s a m n d ' s  language emphasizes form over content, Mary 

speaks  w i t h  a d~ub?estcsc, where c c n t e n t  be1 i c s  the polite 

Earn, a n d  allows k 4 t  both to s t a t e  c l e a r l y  hex  posjtion and  

t g  manipulate F r e d .  When F r e d  comes to h e r  to confess t h a t  

h a  p u t  t h e  Gar ths  i n  financial t rouhl .e ,  Mary r e s p o n d s  as 

f o ' i l n w s  : 

As i f  i t  were any pleasure to me to think i f f  o f  
y o c ,  . . . As i f  i t  x e r e  not very  painful to me 
t s  see you a n  i d l e  ~ I ~ V G ? D U S  c r e a t u r e ,  Wow c a n  
you bear ts be ss csntcmptible, when o t h e r s  are 
wcrking and striving, and t h e r e  a r e  s o  many things 
t-ti he done--hew can you hear  to be t i t  f o r  nothing 
i n  t h e  woz13 tha% i s  ase fa l?  Arid with so much 

, - $c& i n  vaux disposltisn, Fre&, - - y ~ u  might 
w o r t h  a great deal  1 2 8 E  1 .  

5 tbTc ;  it jadges snd r a n d e m n s  Fred in t e r n s  t k 3 t  a r e  n o t  h i s  

e m ,  Mareaver, t h e  speech i s  i n f u s e d  with a sense of 



~ a k e r n a l  disappaintment, w i t h  t h e  t o n e  of  a mother I j e s a t i n y  

a wayward child along the lines o f  "this h u r t s  m e  more t h a n  

it h u r t s  y o u . "  T h u s  w e  hear b o t h  Mary's p a r e n t s  i n  t h i s  

speech,  but w i t h  an " a c c e n t f t  that is M a r y ' s  own---her 

b i t t e r n e s s  and anger  s h ~ w  i n  h e r  r a the r  s t r o n g  chcice o f  

words ( " i d l e  f r i v o l o u s  c ~ e a t u u e ,  " l ' cor~ter t \p t j  t t l e , "  I t f i t :  f a r  

n o t h i n g t t ) .  A t  the same time, Mary qualifies h e r  

condemnation w i t h  h e r  conditional ' 'you m i g h t  he w o r t h  a 

grea t  d e a l , "  This phrase works as manipulation, and w h a t  I 

earlier called "emotional b lack rna i i - "  It implies t h a t  Mary 

might marry Fred  i f  he fulfils h e r  exp~ctatians, which is t o  

say, become more l i k e  h e x  f a t h e r .  

Mazy's speech p laces  her i d e o ?  ogical1.y:  s h e  s h a r e s  t h e  

conservatism o f  h e r  p a s e n t s  w i t h  a n  accen t  of anger a n d  

b i t t e r n e s s  t h a t  t h e y  l a c k .  The  n o v e l  places Nary i n  t h c  

"pastoral p l o t , "  t o  u s e  Kucich's term, w h i c h  further 

compl ica te s  h e r  p o s i t i o n  ( K u c i c h  5 8 ) -  K u c i c h  i m p l i e s  w i t h  

"pastor,-aLu t h a t  t h e  n c v e l  s h o w s  a certain nustalyia f o r  tire 

simpler lives o f  t h e  G a r t h  clan, b u t  at t h e  s a m  tEmc tk~e 

t e x t  recognizes that this p a s t  i s  no  l o n g e r  viable: t h e i r  

canservatisrn no l o n g e r  suffices i n  a c o u n t r y  Where reform 

losms s o  large. Moreover, t h e  n o v e l  places a great .  d e ? l  o f  

emphasis cn money and financisl concernz, and C a l e t  C h r t h  is 

an inept money manager--the f ami ly  is recovexinq f r o n t  k i j r ;  

bankruptcy. 



Mary speaks her f a t h e r ' s  language, but since his 

position is no longer viable, and since Mary's gender does 

n o t  nfit" this language, Mary" position is problematic. 

Her gender precludes succeeding her father in wbusinesslf 

(and note that none of his sons plan to take up 'fbusiness?tf, 

so she translates his vocatjon as a manager into her own 

version of it: she manages Fred. Caleb and Mary work to 

make Fred into a responsible citizen and a manager of the 

land--in other words, a version of Caleb. For Mary, 

selfhood comes in the success she has in making a new 

version of h e r  father, and with self-definition comes the 

ability to assert herself. 

As I mentioned earlier, Mary positions herself in 

opposition to others, as with her contradiction of Mrs. 

Waule. With Fred, before he i s  "saved," Mary also asserts 

her own view of the world, contradicting Fred's, as when he 

suggests that John Waule is in love with her: 

I am not aware of it. And to me it is one of the 
most odious things in a girlfs life, that there 
must always be some supposition of falling in love 
coming between her and any man who is kind to her, 
and to whom she is grateful. I should have 
thought that I, at least, might have been safe 
from all that. I have no ground for the 
nonsensical vanity of fancying everybody who comes 
near me is in love with me (165). 

Mary uses a first person pronoun no less than seven times in 

this speech, and all of it asserts her own world view; she 

tests her voice, rejecting both Fred and what she calls 'Ithe 

ways of the world" (166). She places Fred with " t h e  worldt1 



in this speech, and criticizes the limitations of the w a y  

the world interprets young women. Intexestinyly, she 

exempts herself (or feels she should be esernpt) on the 

basis, presumably, of her position and h e r  l o o k s :  h a v i n g  n o  

'fgroundu for vanity puts her in a marginal position, and she 

views the world as one very much outside it:s ways. She is, 

in other words, a critical reader, a n d  r e f u s e s  Fred u n t i l  he 

too moves outside his world, by becoming what the world 

might call "downwardly mobile,'! 

Mary's voice from the margins establishes a poljtical 

relation to her interlocutors. While her p r o j e c t  is t o  

"improveu Fred, as in the speech above, on the level between 

the reader and the narrator, Mary's rejection of the "ways 

of the worldn exposes and proscribes the c o n v e n t i o n a l  

interpretations of young women. The "worldw assumes Lhat 

any relationship between unmarried men and women signifies 

courtship: the vworldt? dues not have another way of reading 

such interaction. Mary challenges the limits on such n a r r o w  

readings. Her voice interacts dialogically with the 

"world," through Fred, and she interprets the flwurld" in a 

way that asks it to change. And again, while her 

interpretation is local (she wants to change Fred), the 

implications 02 her interpretation are much wider: the 

language that defines and c o n f i n e s  women needs t o  be 

changed. 
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Mary's critique of the ways of the world extends t o  her 

reading o f  t e x ~ s :  she reads voraciously and cites novels as 

h e r  "experience" further in the conversation from which her 

speech above is taken. Fred speculates that "[it1 is always 

some new fellow who strikes a girl," and Mary responds as 

followr;: 

1 must go back on my experience. There is Juliet 
--she seems an example of  what you say, But then 
aphelia had probably knawn Hamlet a long while; 
and Brenda Trojl--she had known Mordaunt Merton 
ever since they were children; but then he seems 
t o  have been an estimable young man; and Minna was 
still more deeply in love with Cleveland, who was 
a stranger, Waverley was new to Flora MacIvor; 
but then she did not fall in love with him. And 
there are Olivia and Sophia Primrose, and Corinne 
--they may be said ta have fallen in love with new 
men, Altogether, my experience is rather mixed 
( 1 6 7 ) .  

Jennifer Uglow points out that Fred's suggestion is trite, 

and that Mary "makes fun of people who take their analyses 

of sexual behaviour from literature and, moreover, only from 

one kind of p l o t  . . ." ( 2 0 7 - 8 ) .  Mary attacks quite 

directly those who "knowff women through "Eavourite love- 

stories in prose and verse .* r  She becomes a resisting reader 

who challenges not so much the texts themselves as those who 

take the texts as definitive knowledge about women. But, 

Mary's analysis of her "experience" is comp1,icated by the 

fact that her reading is her only experience of romance-- 

this is her only language for romance--and it does not 

suffice. As Uglow points out, Mary rejects this model of 

sexual behaviour, but the only other available text comes 



f r o m  h e r  p a r e n t s ,  s o  s h e  c o n s t r u c t s  h e r  r e f a t i n n s h i p  w i t h  

F r e d  a l o n g  t h o s e  l i n e s .  

M a r y ' s  u n i o n  w i t h  Fred r e s u l t s  i n  h e r  g a i n i n g  a s  much 

power and  as  much a b i l i t y  to a s s e r t  h e r s e l f  a s  i s  p o s s i b l e  

i n  t h e  n o v e l .  A s  J e a n n i e  Thomas p u t s  i t ,  Mary 

c h o o s e s  t h e  ma tch  where  h e r  power is  most  direct, 
S h e  m o t h e r s  Fred, and  h e  l o v e s  i t ,  w h i l e  i n  t h e  
F a r e b r o t h e r  h o u s e h o l d  s h e  would j o i n  t h r e e  o t h e r  
women, a l r e a d y  e s t a b l i s h e d ,  t o  whose t r a d i t i o n a l  
power s t r u c t u r e  s h e  would h a v e  t o  adap t  I 6 2 ) .  

Mary a c h i e v e s  h e r  t t s o l i d  m u t u a l  h a p p i n e s s f f  w i t h  t h c  n o w  

s t e a d y  F r e d .  B u t  h e r  s t o r y ,  w i t h  i t s  t r a d i t i o n a l  happy  

e n d i n g ,  r a i s e s  a  number of  q u e s t j o n s  a b o u t  wnmrn's  ways of  

b e i n g ,  

I n  t h e  f i r s t  p l a c e ,  a l t h o u g h  Mary is q u i c k  t h i n k i n g  and  

i n t e l l i g e n t ,  s h e  d o e s  n o t  a s p i r e  beyond what s h e  sees  a s  

r e a s o n a b l e  e x p e c t a t i o n s .  Her e x p e c t a t i o n s  becorne l i m i t e d  by 

h e r  l a n g u a g e :  s h e  c a n n o t  i m a g i n e  what  more s h e  c a n  hr  o r  d o .  

S h e  b e a r s  t h r e e  b o y s ,  two of  whom l o o k  l i k e  V i n c y s  w h i l e  the  

o t h e r  " f e a t u r e s  t h e  G a r t h s , "  a s  Mrs. Vincy  p u t s  i t  ( 8 9 1 ) .  

Her l e g a c y  t h u s  r u n s  t h r o u g h  men, and  t h e s e  p a r t i c u l a r  men 

r e p r e s e n t  f a m i l i e s  whose way of  l i f e  is e i t h e r  d i s a p p e a r i n g  

( G a r t h s )  o r  who c a n n o t  q u i t e  succeed ( h i s  p o s i t i o n  a s  rnaycdr 

n o t w i t h s t a n d i n g ,  M r .  V i n c y  is n o t  s u c c e s s f u l  a s  a 

m a n u f a c t u r e r ) ,  D e s p i t e  h e r  ( s t i l l  limited) power ,  Mary's 

h a p p i n e s s  d o e s  n o t  u l t i m a t e l y  s i g n i f y .  She  i s s u e s  no fema1.e 

c o p i e s ,  o n l y  a book c a l l e d  S t o r i e s  of Great MenJ takegf&om 

P l u t a r c h  from w h i c h  h e r  boys c a n  l e a r n  a b o u t  " g r e a t  m e n . "  



S h e  speaks from a position within patriarchy, with her sense 

of self determined by the men around her. Ultimately, her 

"happily ever after" is a heavily qualified Fuccess. 

In Middlemarchers' terms, Rosamond Vincy, unlike Many, 

i s  in all respects an attractive young woman, and ideal 

matrimonial material. The first the reader hears of her, 

from Mr. Chichely on the occasion of a dinner-party in 

honour of Casaubon and Dorotheats engagement, is that she is 

well-placed on the marriage market: "Between ourselves, the 

mayor's daughter is more to my taste than Miss Brooke or 

Miss Celia either. If I were a marrying man I should choose 

Miss Vincy before either 0 2  themv (115). Subsequently, and 

before the reader actually "meetsn Rosamond, the narrator 

says that Lydgate thought she possessed "true melodic charmw 

and that she was the "flower of Mrs. Lemon's schoolw (121; 

1 2 3 ) .  Thus prepared by the narrator to meet a character 

acclaimed for "mental acquisition and propriety of speech," 

the reader finds Rosamond correcting her mother's word 

choice and quarrelling with her brother (123). 

The narrator first shows the reader Rosamond among her 

family: far from being either "melodic" or like a wflower,tt 

she works at making her family canform to her own image of 

what they should be. Critics often take this kind of 

b s h a v i u u r  as evidence of Rosamondts ego,  but in fact "egoFf 

is the wlong t e ~ r n . " ~  She imports her sense of self and of 

others from her reading, sa  her "egon is not really hers. 



What s h e  d o e s  h a v e  is a very strong will: s h e  i s  determined 

t o  model  h e r  l i f e  a f t e x  h e r  b o o k s .  Rosamond, likr Mary, 

w a n t s  the power t o  ccntroi h e r  world and h e r  p l a c e  i n  i t .  

And l i k e  Mary, Rosamond m a n i p u l a t e s  t h o s e  a r o u n d  h e r  i n  

o z d e r  t o  a c h i e v e  i t .  

Rosamond i n t e r p r e t s  and  responds t o  her society i n  

t e r m s  o f  t h e  p l o t  s h e  h a s  c o p i e d  from the " l o v e - s t o r i e s . "  

The n a r r a t o r  tells t h e  r e a d e r  that Rosamond ?'had woven a 

l i t t l e  f u t u r e "  f o r  h e r s e l f ,  f a r  which "a stranger was 

ahsolutely necessaxyH ( 3 4 5 )  . Rosamond ' s  "social romanccn 

a d a p t s  a f t e r  Lydgate arrives i n  Midd lemarch  s o  t h a t  "(3E 

l a t e ,  i n d e e d ,  t h e  c o n s t r u c t i o n  seemed t o  demand tha t :  I t h e  

s t r a n g e r ]  s h o u l d  somehow b e  r e l a t e d  t o  a b a r o n e t "  ( 1 4 5 ) .  

A n y t h i n g  t h a t  d o e s  n o t  f i t  w i t h  h e r  romance ,  s h e  ignares o r  

a l t e r s .  Her c o u r t s h i p  w i t h  C y d g a t e  p roceeds  ( s h e  t h i n k s )  11s 

s h e  h a s  p l a n n e d  i t :  s h e  "had r e g j s t e r e d  e v e r y  l o o k  and wozd, 

and  e s t i m a t e d  them a s  the o p e n i n g  incidents of a 

p r e c o n c e i v e d  r o m a n c e - - i n c j  d e n t  w h i c h  g a t h e r  v a l u e  E r  om t:hc 

f o r e s e e n  d e v e l o p m e n t  and  climax" ( 1 9 5 ) .  She " r e a d s "  h e r  

r e l a t i o n s h i p  t o  L y d g a t e  i n  the c o n t e x t  o f  her " p r s c a n c c i v e d  

r o m a n c e r t t  and  f i l l s  in t h e  bits L y d q a t e  l e a v e s  o u t ,  j u s t  as 

D o r o t h e a  d o e s  w i t h  C a s a u b a n .  T h e  n a r r a t o r  s t a t e s  t . hn t  

d u r i n g  t h e i r  c o u r t s h i p ,  D o r o t h e a t s  " f a i t h  s u p p l i e d  a l l  t h z t  

M s .  Casaubon's words  seemed t o  Leave u n s a i d :  what b c l i e v e r  

s e e s  a d i s t u r b i n g  o m i s s i o n  o r  infellcity?" ( 7 3 - 4 ) .  

S i m i l a r l y ,  Rosamond ' s  foundation f o r  h e r  ronranr:e had t h c  
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" u s u a l  airy slightnessN of the iffew imaginative weeks called 

c o u r t s h i p "  f 1 4 6 ;  2 2 7 ) .  

A s  a "believer in iisocial romance, " Rosamand attempts 

to order h e r  world t o  t h e  terms a • ’  romance; it is the 

language through which she knows herself and those around 

h e r  In bakhtinis vocabulary, it is her internally 

persuasive language: as Bakhtin says, "it organizes masses 

of [hesl words from within , . . "  ( 3 4 5 ) .  She takes the 

language from her reading and then adopts more of i t  as it 

comes her way; thus when Captain Lydyate visits, she finds 

his "good accentM pleasing, and his 'tstupidityft 

notwithstanding, "caught many af its phrases" ( 6 2 9 ) .  

Like Mary, Rosamond i s  a reader, but unlike Mary, 

Rosamnnd c a n n o t  read critically. Rosamond finds time to 

read " t h e  b e s t  novels, and even t h e  second best, and she 

knew much poetry by heartft ( 1 9 6 ) .  She relishes the works of 

Lady Rlessington and E . E . L . ,  "but she [does] not readily 

commit herself by admirationH of them in front of Lydgate 

(304). In o t h e r  words, Rosamond privately absorbs the 

nfavourite love-stories in prose and verse" that the 

narrator refers to in the "Prelude." Her uncritical 

assimilation o f  the narratives they offer resonates against 

Mary's much more critical approach: where Mary ridicules 

t h o s e  who take the narratives as experience, Rosamond spends 

her time trying to xeify those same n a r r a t i v e s .  The 

language s h e  takes from them does not fit her experience, 
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b u t  i n  t h e  a b s e n c e  of  access t o  e x p e r i e n c e  t h r o u g h  w h i c h  s h e  

c a n  l e a r n  a n o t h e r  w a y  of  b e i n g ,  Rosarnand a t t e m p t s  t o  f o r m  

h e r  w o r l d  a c c o r d i n g  t o  t h e  terms o f  s u m f i n r e .  

Rosamend d e f i n e s  h e v s e l f  a s  a r o m a n t i c  heroine, a n d  t h c l  

n a r r a t o r  t e l l s  u s ,  ac t s  t h e  p a r t  p e r f e c t l y :  "'She was by  

n a t u r e  a n  ac t ress  of p a r t s  t h a t  e n t e r e d  i n t o  h e r  ~hysigu-~~: 

s h e  e v e n  acted h e r  own c h a r a c t e r ,  a n d  s o  w e l l  t h a t  she d i d  

n o t  know it t o  be p r e c i s e l y  h e r  ownw ( 1 4 4 1 .  And l a t e r ,  when 

Rosarnsnd r e s p o n d s  t o  Mrs. B u l s t r a d e l s  q u e s t i o n s  a b o u t  

Lydgate,  Hosamond h a s  "a  g r z a t  s e n s e  of being a r o m a n t i c  

h e r o i n e ,  and  p l a y i n g  t h e  p a r t  p r e t t i l y t t  ( 3 3 1 ) .  Along w i t h  

a l l  t h e  o t h e r  M i d d l e m a r c h e r s ,  Rasamond d e c e i v e s  h e r s e l  f 
9- 

a b o u t  h e r  character, t o  t h e  p o i n t  where  s h e  becomes---even 

f o r  h e r s e l f - - a n  image ,  a form w i t h o u t  c a n t e n t ,  e x c e p t  as 

much a s  h e r  b e h o l d e r s  ( i n c l u d i n g  h e r s e l f )  want  t o  s e e .  

With romance  t ' p c r f o r m i n g  t h e  f u n c t i a n  o f  knowledgcv  f o r  

h e r ,  Rosamond b e g i n s  t o  u s e  language as  s i m p l e  c o r m ,  r a t h e r  

t h a n  c o n t e n t ;  s i n c e  t h e  c a r t e n t  d o e s  n o t  m a t c h  h e r  

e x p e r i e n c e ,  s h e  c o n c e r n s  h e r s e l f  w i t h  a p p r o p r i a t e  p h r a s e s .  

A s  t h i n g s  g e t  w o r s e  i n  R a s a m a n d f s  max-ried l i f e ,  s h e  comes t:u 

r e l y  a l m o s t  e n t i r e l y  on f o r m .  When Rnsamond t h w a r t s  

L y d g a t e t s  p l a n  t o  move t o  a c h e a p e r  h o u s e ,  s h e  r e s p o n d s  t:o 

h i s  a n g e r  by becoming  t l a l l  t h e  more c a l m l y  c n r r c c k ,  i n  t h e  

c o n v i c t i o n  t h a t  s h e  w a s  n o t  t h e  p e r s o n  t o  m i s b e h a v e ,  

w h a t e v e r  o t h e r s  m i g h t  d o w  ( 7 9 9 ) .  E a r l i e r ,  when Lydga te  a s k s  

f o r  h e r  h e l p  i n  d e a l i n g  with t h e  d e b t s ,  s h e  r e s p o n d s  w i t h  



utter "propriety of speechu and complete lack o f  cantent, as 

the narrator tells the s eader :  

"What can I do, Tertius?" said R~samond, turning 
her eyes on him again. That little speech of four 
wohds, like so many others i n  all languages, is 
capable by var  i~?d vocal inflexions of expressing 
all states of mind from helpless dimness to 
exhaustive argumentative perception, from the 
completest self-devoting fellowship to the most 
neutral aloofness. Rosamondrs thin utterance 
threw into the words "What can I do! '?  as much 
neutrality as they could hold 1 5 4 0 ) .  

The narrator's extensive commentasy on the potential of 

"that little speech*' emphasizes all the more strongly 

Resamondls lack of involvement in the world outside her 

romance. That "little speechest' like this exist "in all 

languagesH (in Mary's and Dorotheats languages, along with 

other national languages), and that the speeches depend on 

quality of voice--on vocal inflexion--suggest the inportance 

n f  the relationship that an utterance jmplies. Rosamondts 

" t h i n  utterancew negates her relationship with Lydgate: she 

accepts no responsibility for their situation. The narrator 

underscores Rosamund's rejection of Lydgate by using a 

paradoxical verb: uRosamondts thin utterance threw into the 

words  . . . as much neutrality as they could hold." The 

contrast between the v i o l e n c e  of the verb and the word 

l'neutralityn makes Rosamond's speech all the more harsh. 

Moreover, F e t e r  Gar~et points out that Lydgate expects 

Rosarnond to respond as though she were Dorothea, whose 

"'Advise me-*-think what I can do . . . '11 seems to Lydgate 



the " v ~ i c e  of  deep-souled w o r n a n h ~ o d "  ( 6 3 8 ) -  Dnrothraf s 

cancer n for Casauhorl  niak e s  Hosdm~nd ' s ' * c h i  3 3 i nq i rlvc r s i ont f  

o f  t h e  speech  horrifying f o r  Cydgatc--and f o r  the readt2r 

Since Rosamond defines herse1 . f  a n d  her world in s u c h  

particular terms (and flexibility is nat her strong p a i n t ) ,  

she loses her scnse of h e r s e l f  when h e r  r o m a n r e  co l J -apsc i ; .  

Her subjectivity is so tied to the languaqe af romance that 

she has no way t o  relate to things that happen outsidc h e x  

scripts. Rosamond "had been little used to imagining o t h c r  

people's states of mind e x c e p t  as a material c u t  j n t o  s h a p e  

by her otm wishes . . . ," so when Will Lad i s l aw  i lp l i r a id s  tier 

so v i o l e n t l y ,  she is s t a r t l e d  into t h e  realization of  

anothcrts consciousness--one that is emphatically an 

outsider to her plot ( 8 3 4 1 ,  When i t  becames patently 

obvious that Will is n o t  the ttcaptive" admirer s h e  had 

written him as, she finds herself t falrnnst  losing the ccnce 

o f  her identity, and  . . waking into some new terrible 

existencew (475; 836). Will f a r c e s  her out of  her l anyuagc ,  

and s h e  is lost: Mher little w o r l d  was j n  r u i n s ,  and s h e  

felt herself tottering in the midst as a l o n e l y  bewildered 

consciousness" ( 8 3 7 ) .  Her identity jeopardized, she can 

only restore it by "savingit Dorathea. 

Rosamond explains the scene Dorothea witnessed in terms 

that are new to Rosarnond. The language of romance has taken 

a severe blow, and Rosarn ?d finds herself under the 



influence o f  Dorothea's powerful sympathy, rather than the 

animosity Rosarnond expected. Rosamond finds herself adrift: 

Rosarnond, taken hold of by an emotion stronger 
than her own--hurried along in a new movement 
which gave all things some new, awful, undefined 
aspect--could find no words, but involuntanily she 
put her ].ips to Dorotheags forehead which was very 
near her, and then for a minute the two women 
clasped each other as if t h e y  had been in a 
shipwreck f 8 5 6  f . 

Nothing in Rosarnondgs experience prepares her for Dorothea's 

kindness; in Rnsamondfs lexicon, i m p o r t a n t  relations occur 

between men and women, not between women alone. Abandoning 

a language t h a t  does not suffice, Rasamond succumbs to 

Borotheafs emotion and responds with an action t h a t  is more 

usual of Dorothea than i t  is of Rosamond. In a sense, this 

i s  something of a typical r e s p c n s e  for Rosamond, because it 

looks back to her earlier characterization as a kind of 

mirror---she reflects what Darothea wants ta s e e .  The 

difference, of course, is that the strength u f  Dorotheats 

emotion affects Rosamond far more deeply than any she h a s  

previously experienc~d. 

Infused with a new ( a n d  foreign! way of seeing, 

Rosamond grapples with a language appropriate to it; she 

responds with vague and broken syntax, 1.1 "You are thinking 

what is n o t  t r u e , "  s h e  ~ 3 ~ 5 ,  then f~liows that with "When 

y ~ u  came I n  yesterday--it was not as you thoughtfg ( 8 5 6 ) .  

Her words avoid direct reference to Will, and her syntax 

suffers under the weight of foreign emotions. Even the use 



of  t h r e e  " y o u ' s t t  i n  e i g h t e e n  w a r d s  signifies a n e w  l angz~aqr  

f o r  Rasarnond, who : ~ s u a l l  y speaks in " 1 ' s .  Her b u o k a n  

phrasing continues throughout h e r  cxplanatiar: to D ~ r i i t h ~ d ,  

and her  c o n f e s s i o n  comes t h e  c l o s e s t  t o  s p e a k i n g  p l a i n l y  

(that is, without a r t i f i c e )  that the reader  ever sees 

Rosamond a t t e m p t ,  "' 

Once the c o n t e x t  f c r  t h i s  b reak  i n  Ro:;amondis 

w i l l f u l n e s s  disappears, so does t h e  iincipientf n e w  

come back, and g r c i w s  back t o  its previous s t r e n g t h  o v ~ r  t i m r  

( 8 5 8 1 .  Lydgatets premature death a l l o w s  Ros~rnond ka p u r s u r b  

w h a t  s h e  c o n s i d e r s  d u e  h e r :  t h e  f a i r y  t a l e  end i t t q  t h a t  s t i ~  

could n o t  achieve w i t h  Lydqa te .  J e n r ? i f e r  t r g l o w  pqints oilC 

that Resamond is ''doomed" b e c a ~ s e  s h e  " a h s o r b s  t h e  E a n t c l s y  . 

. ." ! ? 9  1 -  It is n o t ,  af c o u r s e ,  t h a t  Rss2morid i s  I n  h<:r 

o w n  eyes doomed: she does not have t h e  v o c a b u l a r y  t i 2  Iearn 

achieves t h e  happiness ! road "happily ever a f t e r " )  t h a t  n h ~  

'a rewardt--she tdaesl n o t  say f o r  w h a t  . , ," ! E 3 3 ! ,  

Where Mary Garth sometimes open ly  challenqes t h e  

a u t h o r i t y  of patria~chy, Rosamond ' s  manipulation:=, o f  

patriarchy a x e  almost more subversive bec~v t se  never  r ~ v e r t .  



I n s t e a d ,  Rosanond t a k e s  r h e  model patriarchy o f f e r s  h e r  i n  

romances and ttlrns the model against i t s e l f ,  Time and time 

again, R o s a r n ~ n r 2  is d e s c r i b e d  as an angel: she i s  

a c c o n p l i s h c d  i n  a l l  t h e  sanctioned areas, and never 

shewed any unbecoming knowledge  a n d  i i s  I always 
that combination of correct sentiments, music, 
d a n c i n g ,  drawing, elegant note-writing, private 
album for extracted verse ,  and perfect b l a n d  
l o v e l i n e s s ,  which made the irresistible woman f o r  
the doomed man s f  that d z t e  f 3 0 1 f .  

This d e s c r i p t i o n  of Rosarnnnd s i . g n i f i e s  her subversiveness: 

she is e x a c t l y  what s h +  is s n p p o s e d  to be. As a character, 

Rosamond undermines patriarchy simply Secause she is a pure 

example sf womanhaod: she has complied with everything 

society asks o f  her. WhiLe at first glance, h e r  strength of 

will migh t  cecm to be o u t s i d e  conventional expectations a • ’  a 

woman's personality, the text makes it clear that she is 

wifl.ful insofar as s h e  doggedly  s e e k s  to r e i f y  what she has 

been taught ta think cf as her "storyw--the plot inscribed 

in romances. Ehe uses it so well t h a t   he t u r n s  the plot 

against itself (and, inadvertently, against herself--her 

F i r s t  marr iage is a disaster), but, undaunted, Rosamond re- 

enacts the plot with t h e  rich dactor. 

T h u s ,  Rosamond is as she thinks she is: beyond 

reproach. That her society does not fall into line with her 

expectations cannot be h e r  concern, since she has dutifully 

performed hex  r o l e .  She  is the strongest critique of 

patriarchy because she is its purest prwduct:  she speaks i ts  
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l a n g u a g e  and is imbued w i t h  its world v i e w .  Rosamond i s  

also p r o f o u n d l y  a v i c t i m .  i , i k e  D o r o t h e a ,  Rosamnnd h a s  n o  

mediem i n  w h i c h  to t h r i v e ,  much  less t o  determine h e r  own 

s t o n y ,  s o  s h e  becomes a manstrous v i c t i m  of t h e  s t o r y  

w r i t t e n  f a r  h e r .  And a l s o  l i k e  D o r o t h e a ,  Ht?samond I s  ,r ":s,.lc! 

s a c x i f i c ~ . ~  

I t u r n  t o  D o r o t h e a  last:  because  I w a n t  t o  i n v e r t  t h e  

idea o f  u s i n g  Doro thea  a s  a c e n t r e  a g a i n s t  w h i r h  o t h e r  

characters axe judged, and place  her  I n s t e a d  on ~3 morc 

equal--or  d i a l o y i c - - f o o t i n g  with her  sister h e r o i n e s .  B u k  

of c o u r s e  it is w i t h  good r e a s o n  t h a t  D o r o t ~ h e a  a p p e a r s  t o  ht 

t h e  c e n t r e  o f  t h e  t e x t :  t h e  reader h a s  more access t o  hcr 

thoughts and f e e l i n g s  t h a n  t h o s e  of  t h e  o t h e r  t w o ,  a n d  

D o r o t h e a  more o v e r t l y  c h a l l e n g e s  t h e  s y s t e m s  t h a t  c o n s t r a i n  

h e r .  

The text opens with Dorothea s t r u g g l i n g  a y a l n s t  t h e  

language t h a t  binds her; s h e  feels h e r  p r e s e n t  k n u w l e d q c  

inadequate  t o  her aspirations. L i k e  Mary and Rosarnund, 

Dorothea seeks p o w e r ,  b u t  n o t  Rosarnondis amhitions f o r  power 

over o t h e r s :  D o r o t h e a  s e e k s  t h e  v l t r u t h , l f  t h e  power t o  

u n d e r s t a n d  h e r  place i n  t h e  wor1.d. Her desire to Learn 

L a t i n  and G r e e k  s t e m s  f r o m  h e r  perception t h a t  t h o s e  

w h i l e  t h e s e  l a n g u a g e s  a r e  a k i n d  o f  key, alone they will not 

provide  the knowledge s h e  s e e k s .  O f  the t h r e e  female 
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charac te rs ,  Doro thea  is the mast reflective, She tries to 

understand, but her texts and her  strategies f o r  reading 

them are limited. ( I f  Mr, B r o o k e ' s  library is any 

reflection of his personality, Dorotheats o p t i o n s  are 

haphazard a t  G e ~ t . " ~ )  Dorothea is constrained by the lack 

of access t~ any experience that could rnhdiate the 

?'knawledge i n  g e n e r a l "  ( L c w e s '  term) s h e  gleans from her 

reading, 

B u t  unlike Mary and Rosarnond, Dorathea is a w a r e  of a 

lack in her knowledge, in her language. Dorotheats strong 

sense of the i n adequacy  of her language contrasts with 

Rosamond t s  equal . ly  strong faith in the adequacy of hers, and  

the contrast between the two subjectivities explores the 

"limits of variationu in definitions o f  women. The dialogue 

between their voices, their languages, questions the 

authority of patziarchal language and its limits from almost 

oppasitc positions on t h e  margi.ns. 

The narrator quickly establishes that Dnrothea is an 

anomaly in her neighbourhood: she is ' !too unusual and 

s t r i k i n g "  in her religion for her neighbours to be quite at 

ease (31). Dorothea has this same sense of being out of 

place: she does not speak the language. Her pursuit of 

self-knowledge is, s o  t o  speak, suspended, since her own 

language does not "fit,!' and she has not yet learned a new 

one. But she does assert a kind of self: as Derek Oldfield 

points out, "[the] overwhelrnina maioritv of h e r  sentences 



have as their s u b j e c t  the personal pronoun 'Itu ( ? ? I .  

Rather than asserting a n  "1" who k n o w s  w h a t  it i s ,  t o  

paraphrase Gilbert and C u h a r ,  Dorotheats " f f t  f l i e s  out in 

reaction to others: the " I n  comes n o t  f r o m  a c c t h p r p n t  s e i ~ s ~  

of self, but f rom a desire t o  learn what her "'st.1 F t t  m r a n s ,  

Bakhtin argues that i t  [one's l own d iscnnrsc  a n d  o n r f : i  

voice, although b o r n  of  a n u t h e r  o r  dynarnica l l y st imu?;-it:rd I3y 

another, will s o o n e s  or later begin to l i b ~ r a t e  thcmselvcs 

from the authority of the other's discourse" ( 3 4 8 1 ,  In 

Darothea, the reader  sees this process at work. S h c  d s s c r L s  

her " f r f +  in opposition to almost everyone but t a s a u b o n ,  as ,I 

way of testing the strength of h e r  own d i ~ c o u r a p .  S h t  

defines herself and her language as Hother  f' to t h e  voices -.- 

particularly Bwoakcts, Celiats, and Chettamts---around her, 

What she cannot yet r e a l i z e ,  of c o u r s e ,  is that in aliynin~$ 

herself with Casaubon, with T f m a s c u l  i n c  knowledge, "  he^ vr) iec  

will be all but silenced. 

While Rosamond accepts the s t o r y  written for h e r ,  

Dorothea attempts to w r i t e  a new one  f o x  h e r s e l f ,  Mez 

nature is "axdent, t h e o r e t  ic, and inte2 3ect.1ra l2y e r i n s c q u t > n t  Ff 

and therein lies the difficulty (51). I n s t e a d  n f  i m p o r t i n y  

an entire plot from reading, as Rosarnond d o e s ,  Doxothea 

imports abstractions. She aspires t a  titruth, wgnodne:.is, If 

and "duty,$? but she has neither the experjence nor t h e  

education to ground such abstract ions. Similarly, Rosanrnnd 

lacks the experience to ground her a b s t r a c t e d  plot:%, and 
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while s h e  l a c k s  Dorotheaf s sEnse of  inadequacy, Rusamond's 

a r d o u r  i n  pursuing the romance p l o t  almost e q u a i s  Doratheats 

pdss  i o n  fox wisdom. 

L i k e  Rasamond, D o z o t h e a  is n o t  a v e r y  c r i t i c a l  r e a d e r ,  

Dorothca bases her interpretations o n  he r  i n a d e q u a t e  

l e x i c o n ,  so s h e  f i l l s  in blanks as they ahpear ,  and 

r n i s i n t c r p r e t s  c h r o n i c a l l y .  Her judgment of Casaubon, for 

example, is based on  the label "scholartt and on her 

p r e c o n c e p t i o n s  of what that label signifies, E v e n  before he 

aExives, she f e e l s  "vcnerat inq expectationif f o r  t h e  man 

whose ' tvury  name carried a n  impres s iveness  h a r d l y  t o  be 

measured" ( 3 3 )  . Her m i s i  nterpxetati o n s  continue even to 

Will: as D o r o t h e a  Barrctt puts it, wDorntheats 

mi s j  n t e r p r e t a t i o n  o f  Ladislawts feelings and motives, 

especially during their conversations in Rome, s h o w s  her 

propensity, once again, to attribute excellence where, the 

n a r r a t u x  steadily informs us, t h e r e  is o n l y  mediocrityu 

Dorntheafs inability to perceive mediocrity does not 

change,  b u t  t h r o u g h  h e r  marr iage t o  C a s a u b o n ,  she learns a 

l a n g u a g e  in which she might express her a w n  view, 

Dusothea's sense o f  disillusionment with both marriage and 

Casauban leads her to a language i n  which s h e  can  articulate 

her  sense of s e l f  m o r e  c l e a r l y ,  even as  marriage teaches h e r  

t w  suppress h e x  newly acquired language, Where she had 

e a r l i e r  d e f i n e d  herself i n  o p p o s i t i o n  to Cclia and company, 



Julia, Itwho had known some d i f f i c u l t y  ahorlt  manriagc" < 3 0 P ) .  

D o r o t h e a  d o e s  n o t  k n o w  t h e  f u l l  s t o r y  ~f Aunt  J u f  iLlts Li fe ,  

D o r o t h e a  looks a t  t h e  o t h e r  woman ' s  portrait "as i f : ; h ~  w t 7 r i .  

. . . t a l k i n g  to a f i g u r e  i n  f r o n t  of h e r , "  and  t h r u u q t i  t h e  

convexsat ion between the two exper i enres, D o r o t h e a  

i n t e r p r e t s  and judges  hex  l i f e  ( 3 0 8 ) ,  Words l j k e  

w u n f o r t u n a t c ,  " " o p p r e s s  ion, I t  and " b i t t e r  ness t '  enter h e r  

v o c a b u l a r y  from c o n c r e t e  e x p e r i e n c e  ( 3 0 7 - - 8 ) .  L 4 

Rosamond cr it i q u e s  p a t r  i a r o h y  u n a w a r e ,  and  i n I .hc  r a s e  

o f  C a s a u b o n t s  wi 1'1 dnd s i m i l a r  i ssues,  so d o ~ s  Dor o k h e d .  

But like Mary, Dorothea also articu.Lates h e x  o h j e e t , i n r ~ s  t CJ 

t h e  "ways u f  t h e  w o r l d , "  a s  s h e  d o e s  w i t h  he r  questions 

about Aunt Julia's disinheritance. And where  Mary 

ultimately sides w i t h  c o n s e r v a t i s l n  ( s h e  f i n a l l y  s e t t l  r:; F.or 

local changes i n t h e  world I s  ways), Dor othcta con4 ixiues h e r  

rssistance, both conscious1 y and u n c n n s c i o u s l y ,  As 

Dorothea's abstractions grow more concrete, h ~ r  s e n s e  o f  

s e l f  g rows  stranger. Rosamnnd is n e v e r  a b l e  t o  rev i t3e  h e r  

plot, nor is Mary, b u t  Dorothea grows ,  l e a r n s ,  and applies 

h e r  knowledge. 



As f s a i d  above, Rosarnend is s h o c k e d  i n t o  t h e  

r e a l i z a t i o n  o f  t h e  c o n s c i o u s n e s s  o f  others, b u t  D o r u t h c a  

l e a r n s  t o  xr fxngnize  i t  much s o o n e r .  E a l y  i n  h e r  m a r r i a g e ,  

D o r o t h c a  rea l  i z p s  t h a t  Uasaubon f 'had a n  e q u i v a l e n t  c e n t r e  n f  

: 7 ~ 1 f ,  whence  t h e  l i g h t s  a n d  shadows  mus t  a l w a y s  f a l l  w i t h  a 

rertain d i f f e r e n c e "  ( 2 4 3 ) *  D o r o t h e a ' s  acknowledgement of  

anather's perspective i s ,  moreover, g r o u n d  i n  particulars, 

j n  a n o t h e r  c o n c r e t e  p e r s o n  w i t h  a d i f f e r e n t  p o i n t  of  v iew;  

t h e  r e a l i z a t i o n  is  ''an i d e a  wrough t  back t o  t h e  d j r e e t n e s s  

of s e n s e  . . . "  ( 2 4 3 ) .  D o r o t h e a  c a r r i e s  this knowledge  

t h r o u g h  t o  quest i o n  c o n v e n t  i ons a b o u t  marr i a y e ,  hut h e r  

knowledge  also informs t h e  way s h e  l e a r n s  t o  r e l a t e  t o  

people. E a r l y  in the t e x t ,  D o r o t h e a  r e s p o n d s  t o  o t h e r s  

through s i m p l e  o p p o s i t i o n ,  but she l a t e r  r e s p o n d s  t h r o u y h  

i m a g i n a t i v e  engagemen t ,  through r e c o g n i z i n g  t h e  o t h e r ' s  

point :  o f  v i e w  ( e v e n  t h o u g h  s h e  may still o p p o s e  h e r  or h i m ) .  

Thus s h e  is a b l e  to i n t e r v e n e  on Lydgatevs b e h a l f ,  and t o  

i n f u s e  Rnsamc>nd w i t h  t h e  cmotinn 1 d i s c u s s e d  earlier. 

U a r o t h e a ' s  new a b i l i t y  comes a t  g r e a t  c o s t ,  f o r  o n l y  

t h r o u g h  p a i n  d o e s  she learn t o  articulate h e r s e l f .  Wi th  

Casaubon ,  s h e  f e e l s  i n d i g n a n t  and a n g r y ,  b u t  s h e  d o e s  n o t  

d e v e l o p  a n  #'inward a r t i c u l a t e  voice p r o n o u n c i n g  t h e  oncc 

' a f f a b l e  a r c h a n g e l t  a paax c rea tu re t f ;  r a t h e r ,  s h e  r e s p o n d s  

" w i t h  a dumb inward cry f o x  h e l p  t o  b e a r  t h i s  n i g h t m a r e  o f  a 

l i f e  i n  wh ich  eve ry  e n e r g y  [ i s ]  a r r e s t ed  by dread" (317; 

4 5 0 ) .  A f t e r  Casaubon's d e a t h ,  s h e  affirms t h e  c o m b i n a t i o n  
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of  guilt and  anger she experiences by w r i t i n g  her  n o t e  ti? 

Casaubon .  Dorothea w x i t e s :  "Do you n o t  s e e  now t h a t  1 c d u l d  

nut submit my s u u l  to your s ,  by working h o p e l e s s l y  a t  w h a t  i 

have no belj ef i n? - - - -Daro theaH ( 5 8 3 ) .  T h i s  note i s  ci,ni-\ of 

the few utterances D o r o t h e 3  commits t o  p d p s r ,  and in it, she 

gives her r e fusa l  t o  the f i n a l  submission of  h e r  s o u l , - - : : t ~ e  

liberates her v o i c e - - f o r  the rnorrtrnt, a t  any r a k e .  

Dorotheals l o v e  f o r  W i l l ,  and h e r  s e n s e  o f  b e L r a y < ~ l  

when she sees him with Rnsamund ,  g i v e  r i s e  t o  annth65r  

cathartic and s e l f - - d e f  i n i n g  p r o c e s s .  Dorotftea had thought . .  

that she and  Will s h a r e d  " t h e  vibratiny bond o f  m t l t u a l  

speechf' ( 8 4 4 ) .  But in fact the fezling f o r  Will she h a d  

" k e p t  alive from a very  l i t t l e  seedn is a n o t h e r  instance of 

her misreading ( 8 4 4 ) .  As Marrekt p o i n t s  o u t ,  t h e  seed  im i lqe  

"suggests the amount of imayinatian there is in h e r  l o v e  $ n u  

the convexsations she has with Will i n  Rome and  builds a 

n a r r a t i v e  on t h e m ,  and  a g a i n  1 4  ke R a a a m u n d ,  Dorothca  's 

narrative suddenly collapses, 

Doruthea discovers her p a s s i o n  for Will " i n  t h e  

d e e p l y  angry, and r e j e c t s  Will's *'cheap r ega rd  a n d  lip-born 

wordsw (845). Where Rosamondls w o r l d  l i e s  i n  ruins a r o u n d  

her, Dorathea revises her way of being. She awaken " w i t h  



the c lea r4s t  c o n s c i o u s n e s s  t h d t  s h e  w a s  l o a k i n q  i n t o  the 

eyes o f  s o r r a w , "  but instead of crippling h e r  ( a s  h a p p e n s  t o  

Rosamond i n  h e r  a n a l o g o u s  s i t u a t i o n ] ,  Da ro thea  f e e l s  t h a t  

and  m a k e s  i t  **a l a s t i n g  compan ion , "  "a sharer i n  her 

thoughts" f 8 4 5 ) .  As Karen Chase puts it, D o r o t h e a  "grows  by 

r$-g&-i~&ogg f o r  p a i n f u l  r r n n t i o n s w  (2.74,  her  e m p h a s i s ? .  The 

p a i n  dnd h e r  ability to assimilate--indeed, use--it, 

s j g r i i f i e s  the change i n  h e r :  s h e  can now " s a y  ' I t  with same 

e m p h a s i s :  1 want ,  I need,  I m u s t u  t E r r n a r t h  ?'Teaching 

gmdJ_e__m&qcht' 3 7 1 .  And while " e m p h a s i s q t  is appropriate, 

h e r e ,  I t h i n k  one c c ~ u l d  add t h a t  t h e  a s s e r t i o n  o f  "1" h a s  

much to d o  with t h e  t t l ' t  knowing w h a t  i t  is, i n  G i l b e r t  and  

G u h a z t s  terms, a n d ,  f i n a l l y ,  Dorothea knows  who s h e  is .  

D o r o t h e a  o n c e  a g a i n  r e a l i z e s  t h e  ex ten t  t o  w h i c h  others 

( o t h e r  "equivalent c e n t r e s  of  s e l f t t )  a r e  implicated i n  hex 

l i f e ;  s h e  sees t h a t  i t  w a s  n o t  h e x  e v e n t  o n l y ,  t o  paraphrase 

t h e  t e x t .  With  h e r  decl-axaticn of "1," s h e  recognizes t h e  

t t y o u t s M  involved- -Rosamond a n d  L y d g a t e  (Will, t o o ,  of 

c o u r s e ,  b u t  a t  t h i s  p o i n t  D o z o t h e a  is  no: c o n c e r n e d  a b o u t  

h i m ) .  When D u r o t h e a  r e - t e l l s  t h e  event t o  herself, s h e  

inctudcs t h e  point o f  view of Hosarnond: n v i v i d  s y m p a t h e t i c  

e x p e r i e n c e  [ r e tu rns1  t o  h e s  inorotheal as a power: i t  

[ a s s e r t s ]  i t s e l f  a s  a c q u i r e d  knowledge asserts  i t s e l f  . . . t i  

( 8 4 6 ) .  W h i l e  i t  is ra ther  i r o n i c  t h a t  D o r o t h e a t s  f i n a l  

realization stems f r o m  ( y e t  a n o t h e r )  m i s r ead ing ,  h e r  new 



k n o w l e d g e  d ~ e s  s i s n w  t h e  e x t e n t  t o  w h i c h  she h a s  ,3handunr:d 

might Rave done ,  if she had only been b e t t e r  a n d  known 

b e t t e r H  ( 8 9 3 ) .  The narrator goes  o n  t a  emphasize the t l c t j r c ~ .  

to which she h a s  been sacrificed: 

Many wha kncw her, t h n u g h t  i t  a p i t y  t h a t  s o  
substantive and rare a creature s h a u l d  have b e c n  
abso rbed  into t h e  l i f e  n f  a n o t h e r ,  a n d  bc o n l y  
known in a certain c i r c l e  a s  a w i f e  and m o t h e r .  
But no one stated exactly w h a t  e l s e  th;lt w~is  in 
her power she ought: r a t h e r  t.0 h a v ~  done . . 
(894). 

Dorothea is absorbed  i n t o  Will's l i f e :  s h e  s u p p o r t s  h i s  

ca reer  a s  an " a r d e n t  p u b l i c  and hecomes a "sad 

is Dorothea's adjective and argues that Will bt-l.corne:; a 

version of Darothca, as "a social r e f o r m e r  who f intlti  ~2 

vocation which can use h i c  r o m a n t i c  v i s i o n  . . . "  ( 2 3 5 ) .  

Even i f  Will is successful in advocating t h e  cause t h d t  was 

f i r s t  Dorotheafs, t h a t  does not make t h e  render a n y  more 

contented with h e r  sacrifice. 

Instead, a n d  d e s p i t e  t h e  n ~ r r a t o r ~ s  r e p a r t  t h a t  

Dorothea is content with h e r  l a t ,  t h e  t e x t  g i v e s  t h e  reader 

a n a t h e r  version nf womanhood, one that is as u n s a t i s f a c t o r y  
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as Ndry's and Rosamnndr:5.  Because o f  thejr l a c k  o f  access  

to experience, and thc lack o f  t h e  language t h a t  t r a n s l a t e s  

experience i n t o  knowledge, the t h r e e  women continue t o  apply 

scripts t h a t  a r e  inadrquate to t h e i r  lives, According t o  

cnnventinnal scxiptc--conventional language f o r  the l i v e s  o f  

women-- - the  t h r e e  attain "happy endinys," but this only 

serves to paint u p  t h e  inadequacy of t h e  who le  s t o r y .  

"Favuurite l o v e - s t o r i e s  I n  prose and verse" cannot express 

the lives O F  t h e  t h e s e  t h r e e  women.  

Dsxothea's s t o r y  i s  characterized by pain, and while 

s h e  comes to a position (still contextual and cantingent) 

Ero~n w h i c h  s h e  a s s e r t s  a *!genuinen sense  o f  s e l f ,  t h e  reader  

is left t o  wonder whether or n u t  it was wor th  w h a t  it c o s t  

h e r .  Ro~arnttnd c o n r k ' i n u ~ s  to l i v e  h e r  copied stcaxy, a s  Mary 

d o e s  fcapied f r o m  k c r  parents), b u t  Gilhcrt and Gubar  point 

o u t  t h a t  fiosamond is r:aqcd, a l b e i t  in " o n e  a l l  f l o w e r s  and 

g i l d i n g t t  ( G i l L > t ? r t  and  G u b a r  516; George Eliot 8 9 3 ) .  Mary is 

t h e  wife n f  a tenant farmer in Stone C o u r t  (lifeless, 

b a r r e n ) ;  Wary l o o k s  a f t e r  3 n d  l i v e s  t h r o u g h  her men. 

The conversation the three pontraits offer describes 

and  p r o s c r i b e s  what  p a s s e s  f o r  knowledge a b o u t  wamen. The 

c o n v e r s a t i o n  exposes  t h e  e x t e n t  t o  w h i c h  women are 

constrained by t h e  lack of access to experience, to 

education, and to vacation, T h e  t h r e e  wamen o f f e r  t h r e e  

l a n g u a g e s  f o r  challenging would -be  monologic a u t h o r i t y ,  b u t  

there is no language in t h e  text for dismantling the system 



t h a t  c u n f  i n c s  Mary, Rosarnnnd and D o r o t h e a ,  T n s t t ? a d ,  t h e  

t e x t  o f f e r s  "variat-2 o n s "  n n  7 ,a r :guaqe~ t h a !  a r e  :--.. . s n \ & r i ?  l y  

silenced: i n  a strategy t h a t  C a f e  B a u e r  identifies as 

feminist dialogics, George E l i a t  brings t h c s e  lanquaqrs 

"back inno the dialogue . . . "  s o  that khey  r e s o n a t e  

aga ins . t ,  and thereby quee; t i n n ,  t h c  1 angtzzlqtl o f  pat, r lc>rt-fly 

I Dawtar 4 f , 



CHAPTER THREE 

VOICES REFLECTING: THE READER AND THE NARRATOR 

Who s h a l l  t e l l  what  may b e  t h e  e f f e c t  of  a p i e c e  
o f  w r i t i n g ?  

Narrator 

I began  t h e  l a s t  c h a p t e r  d i s c u s s i n g  t h e  c o m p l e x i t i e s  o f  

u t t e r i n g  "I" Eoz Mary, Rosamond, and D o u o t h e a .  T h i s  c h a p t e r  

e x t e n d s  t h e  a r g u m e n t  t o  t h e  r e l a t i o n s h i p  between t h e  r e a d e r  

and n a r r a t o r :  t h e  c o m p l e x i t i e s  o f  l a n g u a g e  and  s u b j e c t i v i t y  

o b t a i n  i n  t h i s  relationship as much as t h e y  do among t h e  

c h a r a c t e r s .  And j u s t  a s  t h e  female c h a r a c t e r s '  " I t s "  arc 

d e t e r m i n e d  i n  no smal.1 m e a s u r e  by g e n d e r ,  i n  t h e  

r e l a t j o n s h i p  b e t w e e n  reader  and n a r r a t o r  g e n d e r  is c e n t r a l .  

T h e  q u e s t i o n s  a b o u t  p a t r i a r c h a l  l a n g u a g e  t h a t  t h e  

n a r r a t o r  r a i s e s  i n  t h e  p l o t s  and characters remain  t h e  t o p i c  

o f  c o n v e r s a t i o n  b e t w e e n  t h e  r e a d e r  and  n a r r a t o r .  In 

Middlemarch, t h e  act of  r e a d i n g  e n g a g e s  t h e  r e a d e r  i n  a 

d i a l o g u e  w i t h  k h e  n d r r a t o r ,  a n d  t h r o u g h  h e r L " ,  w i t h  t h e  

characters. F o r  a f e m i n i s t  r e a d e r ,  t h e  a c t  o f  r e a d i n g  i s  

p o l i t i e d l :  as P a t r o c i n i o  S c h w e i c k a r t  p u t s  i t ,  t z I t h c !  p o i n t  

is n o t  m e r e l y  t o  i n t e r p r e t  l i t e r a t u r e  in v a r i o u s  ways; t h e  

p o i n t  is t o  c h a n q e  t h e  w o r ? d t f  ( 3 9 ,  e m p h a s i s  h e r s ) .  T h e  

c o n v e r s a t i o n  w i t h  t h e  n a r r a t o r  p u t s  t h e  r e a d e r ' s  w o r l d  v i e w ,  

her p u l i t i c s ,  i n t o  p l a y  w i t h  those of t h e  n a r r a t o r ,  s o  t h a t  



r e a d i n g  bezomss "an i m p o r t a n t  a r e n a  ~f political strugyfc, a 

crucial compolen t  cf t h e  project a f  i n t c + p r e t . i n q  t h e  wor7d 

in o r d e r  to change it" {Schweickart 39 1 .  Much of  Georqe  

Eliot's strategy in her three heroines u e v ~ l v e s  a r o u n d  

"interpreting the w o r l d  in o r d e r  t o  c h a n g e  i t n ;  t h i s  

strategy is e q u a l l y  as p r o n o u n c e d  b e t w e e n  a feminist r e a d e r  

and the narrator. 

Since the constzuction of female 5 u b i e r t : i v i t y  is so 

c e n t r a l  t o  the p l o t s  and  characters, it follows that a 

feminist, if not j u s t  female ,  reader w i l l  find her:;cJ F 

scrutinizing, as the narrator does, h e r  own (that is, t h e  

reader's own) position a s  a speaking subject. As t k c  reader  

hears characters coming to consciousness of t h e  p o s i t i o n s  o f  

their voices, the reader reflects on her own voicc: s h e *  

measures it against the voices of the c h a r a c t e r s  a n d  the 

n a r r a t o r .  I n  other wards ,  she emula t e s  the process o f  t h p  

characters (especially Dorothea) by h e a r i n g  her own v n i c e  

resonating t thns becoming more c lear  ) againat t h e  backdrol ,  

of all the other languages and voices in t h e  n o v e l ,  A s  

Bakhtin reminds us, " f a 1  language is revealed in all 5tc  

distinctiveness only when it is brought i n t o  relationship 

with other languages . . ,", which is as true f o r  the reader 

as it is for the characters ( 4 2 1 ) .  Out o f  the r e l - a t i o n s h i p  

between reader and narrator, the reader i 5  Srol~gf-it. t o  

reflect on her own voice--the r e a d e x i s  v o i c e ,  i n  e f f e c t ,  

becomes pasrt of  the n o v e l  ',s p r o j e c t -  
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T h e  n o v e l  y r c ,  n t s  several versions o f  conversation 

between r e a d e r  and n a r r a t ~ r .  The plots themselves convease: 

the structure cf t h ~  novel focuses the reader's attention on 

t h c  importance of seeing "relationally," as t h e  plats 

s i g n i f y  i n  and through refation t o  o n e  a n o t h e r .  T h i s  

c o n v e n s a t i c ~ n  between plots is a n  oblique approach to t h e  

issues t n e  narrator raises when  s h e  d i s c u s s e s  point o f  view, 

and i t s  x e l a t l o n s h i p  t o  s e l f  a n d  other. Through her  

d i s c u s s i o n ,  s h e  u n d e r m i n e s  her own a u t h e ~ i t y  and e s t a b l  i . shes  

a mutual relationship with the reader. Fram this p o s i t i o n  

o f  m u t u  f l i t y ,  t h e  n a r r a t o r  o f f i 3 r s  h e r  own cornrt,tlntary on t h e  

i n d i v i d u x l  characters, and she i n v i t e s  t h e  zeadex  to 

interpret and Gudq, them with her. 

T h e s e  c o n v e r s a t i o n s  f o r m  a discourse ncjt available to 

t h e  charac te rs  t h e m s e l v e s .  T h e  reader a n d  n a r r a t o r  have a 

global perspective on i s s u e s  that t h e  characters can o n l y  

s e e  locally. Where, f o r  example ,  D s r o t h e a  h o l d s  a 

c o n v e r s a t i o n  sbout her experience with a portrait of a dead 

w o m a n ,  the reader a n d  n a r x a t o r  participate in many 

c o n v e r s a t i o n s .  T h e  limited opportunities for c o n v e r s a t i o n  

among t h e  characters mean t h a t  they can o n l y  catch glimpses 

of w h a t  c o n s t r z i n s  t h e m ,  and w h i l e  t h e y  r e c o g n i z e  

d i s c o n t e n t ,  t h e y  have  no  means  of formulating what might be 

adequate to their lives. I n  experiencing a l l  of  them, t h e  

reader and  navzator have an e n r i c h e d  and positive view of 



t h e  cha rac t e r s '  potential, where the chardc tc rs  thern:%clves 

remain limited in their grasps of o t h e r  "centres o f  self." 

The reader comes to recognize o t h e r  " c e n t r e s  o f  s e l f t i  1ir:; t  

t h r o u g h  t h e  conversations between . t h e  plots. 

As I suggest in Chapter Twe, the n o v e l  p r e s e n t s  

different versions of the same b a s i c  p l o t :  t h e  cou r t : : h ip s  

and  marriages o f  t h r e e  women. And w h i l e  t h e  t h r e e  

none  of t h e m  f i n d s  a w o r l d  v iew,  a l anquage ,  t h a t  f i t s  t h p  

narrator's notisn of what they might he under a sys t em l e s s  

defining and constraining than patriarchy. T h e  narrator 1.5 

careful to point out the way t h e  women approach rrrFitrriagc: 

for Dorothca,  the "really delightful marxiage must he k h a t  

where your  h u s b a n d  w a s  a s o r t  of • ’ a t h e r J f q  where Mary sc:cks 

f p a r a d o x i e a l l y f  both a s o n  in Fred  and a v e r s i o n  o f  h c r  

father ( 3 2 ) .  Dorothea's error in seeing h e r  pros1)cct  i v e  

husband  as  a f a t h e r  is qualified h y  Mazy's c h n i c e  o f  Fred # ~ s  

father/son: Dorothea envisions herself w i t h n u t  a u t h o r i f y ,  

but Mary sees herself as  both ( r e l . a t i v c ~ l y )  powerful s ~ n d  

powerless ,  as b o t h  mother and daughter. The accented 

language o f  M a r y ' s  f a t h e r ' s  conservatjsrn, anachrunistir even 

as she speaks it, also contributes t o  t h e  1lrnitat.ior1:; a•’ her 

v i e w  of marriage. Like Rnsamond's, Mary's power can o n l y  

come t h r o u g h  m a n i p u l a t i o n ,  and Mary's potential is t h u s  

compromised by t h e  necessity of c o n s t r u c t j n g  herself b y  

c o n s t r u c t i n g  Fred. 



Mary and  Rosamond a p p r o a c h  m a r r i a g e  w i t h  a d e s i r e  f o r  

power o v e r  t h e i r  husbands: t h e  models t h e y  have arcess t o  

sugges t  power over  anu thew a s  t h e  a p p r o p r i a t e  c o n j u g a l  

r e l a t i o n s h i p .  D c r o t h c a  seeks t o  r e n o u n c e  h e r  s e l f  i n  f a v o u r  

of h e r  h u s b a n d s f  s e l v e s  ( s h e  o f f e r s  t h e  s a c r i f i c e  t o  

Casaubon  and  t o  W i l l ) .  Aga in ,  t h i s  model  is  t h e  o n l y  o n e  

a v a i l a b l e  t o  D o r n t h e a ;  s h e  b a s e s  t h i s  o n e  o n  a r e v i s e d  

v e r s i o n  o f  M i l t o n ' s  d a u g h t e r s .  The n a r r a t o r  emphasizes  

again and a g a i n  t h e  c o s t s ,  b o t h  of  t h e  d e s i r e  f o r  power 

{ p r i m a r i l y  t h r o u g h  Rosamond)  and o f  s e l f - r e n u n c i a t i a n  

( t h r o u g h  D o r o t k e a f - - t h e  two p o l e s  q u a l i f y  e a c h  o t h e r ,  

While  D o r o t h e a  and  Mary c h o o s e  h u s b a n d s  of  whom t h e i r  

s o c i e t y  d i s a p p r o v e s ,  Rosamond, on t h e  o t h e r  h a n d ,  c h o o s e s  an 

" a p p r o p r i a t e t f  mate: Lydgate is more  o r  l e s s  o f  h e r  s t a n d i n g ,  

and  t h e  ma tch  r e c e i v e s  g e n e r a l  a p p r o b a t i o n .  B u t  s o c i e t y ' s  

v e r s i o n  of  " a p p r a p r i a t e n e s s "  p r a v e s  empty ,  as  b o t h  

D o r o t h e a t s  a n d  Rosamond l s  m a r r i a g e s  become more a n d  more 

damaging to them. The r e a d e r  c a n n o t  r e l y  on c o n v e n t i o n a l  

n o t i o n s  of  f f c o r r e c t u  m a r r i a y e s - - a n y  more  t h a n  t h e  c h a r a c t e r s  

can---the t e r m s  d o  not s i g n i f y  i n  t h i s  t e x t .  

Mary d o e s  n o t  a d a p t  h e r  l a n g u a g e :  t h e  r e a d e r  meets h e r  

w i t h  h e r  s e n s e  of s e l f  p o s i t i o n e d  i n  s u c h  a way a s  t o  a t t a i n  

her  des i r e s .  B u t  Rosamoml a n d  D o r o t h e a  u n d e r g o  s eve re  

c h a l l e n g e s  t o  t h e i r  l a n g u a g e s ,  and t h e y  s u f f e r  more  o r  l e s s  

s i m u l t a n e o u s l y .  W h i l e  Rosamond r e s t o r e s  t h e  o n l y  s c r i p t  

a v a i l a b l e  t o  h e r ,  D o r o t h e a  r e v i s e s  h e r s  t o  i n c l u d e  o t h e r  



p o i n t s  s f  view. However, Dorotheats revisions d o  n o t  

signify: the middle road Mary s e t t l e s  f o r  l e ads  hcr tit n r i r r t l  

contentment than Dorothca a ~ h i c ~ e s . " ~  If the? t h r e c  h,ld m n r r b  

access to each  other, and to e x p e r i e n c e ,  their s c r i p t s  m i g h t  

have altered, but u n l y  the reader, in her d i a l o g u c  w i t t t  t h t s  

narrator, ran see the kinds of qua7ifications the t ~ x t  

places on the lives of the three women: despite t h e  

differences among them, in ~ 1 1  aspects (language, class 

background, family, husband), none of t -he  t h r e c  F i l l d s  a way 

out of patriarchal scripts. 

As I sugges t  in Chapter Two, the t e x t  impl i c i t l y  a s k s  

how the limitations patriarchy places on women's l i v e s  c , t n  

be changed: the text asks the r eader  to reflect on thc 

possibility of circumstances in which a wom$Jn can a r t i c 4 u l a t o  

her self and be artjculatrd in a less constrajning way. Thr 

narrator uses point of view both tn i l l u s t r a t e  these 

questions and to suggest an approach t o w a r d  answering them. 

Moving through the three female cha rac t e r s ,  t h c  na r r a t -o r  

reflects t o  a lesser or g r e a t e r  degree the p o i n t  0% v j c w  uf- 

the character athaand. The shifting p e r s p t ~ r t i v t  i n d i c a t t r r ;  

that a single p o i n t  of view is i n a d e q u a t e  to the topic.: t:hr 

concept of a key to a11 women is just as empty as 3 k e y  t o  

ail mythologies. R a t h e r  than beginniny with an a h s t x a c i  

definition of women ( "the sameness of wornen ' s cf>l f f rzre and 

the favourite love-stories in prose and verse," for 

example), the narrator chooses to move t h r o u g h  c o n < - r e t ~  



examples o f  women, a n d  s h e  proceeds by emphasizing the 

i m p o ~ t a n c e  of each c h a r a c t e r ' s  view o f  the world. 

The shifting point of view and the separate plots on 

t h e  same themes became a means of questioniny the "limits of 

v a r i a t i o n . "  Peter Garvett suggests that 

stwucture in Middlemarch is defined as a set of 
r e l a t i o n s  between m i n d s  and [that] the need to 
represent a multiplicity of minds muJtiplies both 
perspectives and lines of development. Each 
character becomes, in psiriciple, an equivalent 
center with his own point of view and his own 
story; each redefines the meaning of the whole 
narrative 'with a certain difference.' But while 
we are asked to recognize these numerous possible 
p o i n t s  of view, the shifting focus also stresses 
the limitations and distortions each produces 
( 1 3 7 ) .  

The narrator becomes "an  embracing ccnsciousnessf' with the 

ability to move from character to character, thus 

acknowledging the "equivalent centre o f  s e l f n  in a l l  

charac te rs  (Garrett 137). And with the narrator, the reader 

moves from one point of view to another, also acknowledging 

the "equivalent centres" of the characters, However, as 

Garrett. p o i n t s  out in the last sentence sf the passage 

quoted above, each point of view limits and distorts. And 

l i k e  the characters and the reader, the narrator has her own 

point of view; she does not exempt herself from passages 

that describe the limitations of seeing.17 

In Chapter Two, I point out some of the limitations the 

characters' Languages place on their points of view; 

Rosamond, for example, cannot see beyond the script of the 



her, While it is simple to paint out the w a y s  i n  w h i c h  t h u  

characters are limited, it is more difficult to art i .cnla. tc .  

the limitations a• ’  the narrator. However ,  s h e  hcrseli 

refers to the d i f  ficalty of i n t e r p r e t i n g ,  and t h u s  t:o hr:r 

own limitations. This serves tc undern~inc t h e  a n t h o x  l t y  o f  

her discourse: she places h e r s e l f  on the more equal E o t ~ t i n q  

of being limited, just like the reader.la 

The n a x r a t o r  makes ciear the relationship between 

subjectivity and point a • ’  view in the most famous "point o f  

viewtt passage in Middlemawch: the parable of t h r  p i r r - - g l a s s ,  

Your pier-glass or extensive surf acc s f  pu l istied 
steel made to be rubbed by a housemaid, will be 
minutely and multitudinously s c r a t c h e d  in a11 
d i r e c t i o n s ;  but place new against it a lighted 
candle as a centre of il2umlnation, and Is! the 
scratches will seem to arrange themselves j n  a 
fine series o f  concentric circles round that 
little sun. It is demonstrable t h 7 a t  t h c  scratches 
are going evewywhexe impartially, and it is o n l y  
your candle which produces the flattering illusinn 
of a concentric arrangement, its light f a l l i n g  
with an exclusive optical selection ( 2 3 7 ) .  

The narrator goes on to apply the "parable" t o  " t h e  egoism 

of any person n o w  absent" (297). A number cE c r i t i c s  

suggest that this image reflects on t h e  narrator, as w e l l  as  

on Rosamond and the other c h a r a c t e ~ s . ~ ~  And as D . A .  M i l l e r  

points out, to say "present company e x c e p t e d ' '  is to 

implicate the present company in t h e  generalization. T h l l s ,  

Miller asks, "who is more present at t h e  moment t h a n  t h e  

narrator himself? And what is he doing o t h e r  than c c n t e r i n q  



the novel? And wh&t else d o e s  he center it on but an 

i n s i g h t  that undermines the valjdity of cenlers?" ! 1 5 7  1 .  If 

eyaism is the "centre" for each point of view, both the 

reader and narrator must k e r p  in mind the arbitrary nature 

n f  seeing, of making sense of what is seen. But Ermarth 

notes t h a t  while the p a r a b l e  "suggests the limits of egoism 

. . at the same time, [it! suggests the cxucial importance 

of ego, without which t h e r e  is no focus o r  patternt1 

(llTeaching Middlemarch" 37). Distorting though they may be ,  

without point of view and ego,  neither the narrator nor the 

reader--not to mention the characters--can make sense of 

what they see. 

The narrator points out a fundamental similarity 

between herself and the reader: we are both necessarily 

limited by our egos. B t ~ t  the necessary l imitation creates a 

paradox: while our egos limi.t, they also protect, 

If we had a keen vision and feeling of all 
ordinary human life, it would be like hearing the 
grass grow and the squirrel's heart beat, and we 
should die of that roar which lies on the other 
side of  silence, As it is, the quickest of us 
walk about well wadded with stupidity ( 2 2 6 ) .  

Without the "wadding1' of stupidity, "we should diew: if we 

had access to everything, we c o u l d  make sense of nothing. 

B u t  a t  t h e  same time, the narxatcr argues the importance of 

s e e i n g  beyond o u r  own "'stupidity," As we recognize our 

necessary limits, paradoxically, we are asked to move beyond 

them, 
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In pointing out t h e  s i m i l a r i t y  of o u r  limiting rqos,  

t h e  narrator also i m p l i c i t l y  raises t h e  e q u a l l y  basic 

d i f f e r e n c e  between self and  other. A s  s o o n  as the narrator 

points o u t  that o n e ' s  s e l f ,  one's e g u ,  limits what is seen, 

s h e  also implies that each sees differently, thus incLudiny 

self and o t h e r  in both seeing limits and seeing beyond t h e m .  

Michael Holyuist points n u t  t h a t  in f3akht in 's tl.lot~ght::, 

? ' c o n s c i o u s n e s s  of s e l f  is p o s s i b l e  only if it is e x p e r i e n c e d  

by contrast" ( " T h e  Irrepressible 1" 34, emphasis h i s f .  Thc  

pronoun acknowledges the d i f f e r e n c e  between the speaker 

and the Listener (in this case the r e a d e r ) ,  h e t w e e n  s e l f  and 

other, and consciousness of ths r e l a t : i . o n s h i p  ht.tswc?en self 

and other pervades the narrative, Exmar th  states t l i a t  

"[the] difference between self and o t h e r  is  w h a t  d e f i n e s  

b o t h ;  t h e y  e x i s t  i n  m u t u i i f  r e c i p r o c i t r y .  . . [ T t r e t r e l  cart he 

no sympathy and no e l ea r  p e r s o n a l  irrt:cqr j . t y  e i t h e r ,  w i  titiout: 

clear percept ion o f  f  unda rnen ta l  dif f e rences t t  {Re-31. is111 .ariwi 

Consensus 2 3 2 ) .  E r m a r t h  also notes that "Ethel p ~ i n c i . p l e  of 

separation is thus the f i r s t  p r i n c i p l e  o f  c o n n e c t e d n e s s "  

( 2 3 1 ) .  The limits o f  egos also indicate how t h o s e  1 j m i t ; s  

c a n  be reconceived: once the r eade r  r e c o g n i z e s  t h e  l i m i t s ,  

s h e  takes the first step toward imaginative engagement wi t:h 

the other, by i m a g i n i n g  t h e  " e q u i v a l e n t  c e n t x e  of  s e l f "  o f  

t h e  o t h e r .  As the narrator states in t h e  "Finale," "!every1 

limit is a b e g i n n i n g  as w e l l  as  a n  c n d i n y "  1 8 9 0 1 .  



While t h e  narrator does not imply that boundaries 

between egos can for should) be e n t i r e l y  overcome, she urges 

her reader ta recognize and attend to 3irnitations. But the 

fact that the limits are also beginnings creates a shifting 

boundary between self and other. Rather than preserving a 

static, authoritative "border," each acknowledgement of the 

other's self re-negotiates where one ends and the other 

begins. S e n s e  of self is  in process, and is positioned and 

re-positioned, 

In the midst of these shifting boundaries, the narrator 

cannat control how the reader responds to the narratives, 

since the reader's "1" is as egotistical as the narrator's. 

As T suggest above, in acknowledging her own c a n d l e  in t h e  

pier-glass, the narrator also recognizes the presence of the 

reader's candle. And for the reader, the primary ftotherfl is 

the narrator herself. The first exchange between s e l f  and 

other takes place between reader and narrator: both are on 

the same s l i p p e r y  ground, with the same constraints on 

points of view, and the same limitations on authority. I 

have access only to my reading of the nanzator; she, 

similarly, can address only her version of the reader. 

Rut while this ground is slippery, it is not so 

treacherous as to defeat the reader (or the narrator) 

entirely, The knowledge that the naxratar and the reader 

share the existence of constraints closes some of the 

distance between writing and reading, and lessens the 
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limitations of egoism implied in the pier -glass image, When 

the reader xecojnizes the narrator as he r  other, the reader  

also sees the "equivalent centre of self" in the n a r r a t o r .  

As Stwertka puts it, ?@fthel '1 '  of t h e  n a r r a t o r  functianzi <-i:i 

our !you,' the reader's opposite and mirror image, both 

speaker and listener; t h u s  each s e l f  js s e r n  also as a n  

other, each other as a selfn f 1 8 6 ) .  

In effect, when the narrator points out the dangers of 

the ego/candle, she gi.ves the reader the tools to count :erac t  

it, i f  only by being aware of it. The play of rrflections 

between self and sther in the p i e r - - g l a s s  allows b a t h  reader 

and narrator to acknowledge and negutid4.e bound?ries b r t w ~ c n  

them, As Holquist points out, each utterance has as i t s  

pr irnary element the relati onship bctweer; speake r  and 

audience: each implicit "1" from the narrator r c E l ~ x t s  the 

of her audience, which a c k n o w l e d g e s  the "1" i n  1 . h ~  

tfyou, '!--it is a series of reflections that recngnizes 

difference and similarity at t h e  same t i m e  ( D j c 7 1 . n d z g  3 8 ) -  

Thus the reader, even more than the characters (who  do nnh 

have access to the nauratouts wisdom), can allow For the 

distortion her own ego creates, and she can strive to 

maintain a sense sf her other's (the narrator's) s e l f .  

In showing t h e  reader the i m p o r t a n c e  of *teguiva?ent 

centres" of others, the narrator indicates the kind of 

readers she proposes her characters should become. Her 

model of reading is based on mutuality--on exchange, and arr 



conversatian, E Z f ~ ~ l h e t h  A .  F t y ~ n  offers a similar idea  as a 

f e n l n i s t  model o f  r e a d i n g :  

s e l f  and other, r e a d e r  and  t e x t ,  interact i n  such 
a way t h a t  t h e  r e a d e r  l e a r n s  from t h e  experience 
w i  t h a u t  losing c r i t i c a l  d i s tdnc :e ;  reader  and t e x t  
i n t e r a c t  w i t h  a degree  o f  m u t u a l i t y .  . . . S e l f  
and other remain d i s t i n c t  and  s o  c r e a t e  a kind of  
d i a l o g u e  ( 2 6 8 1 .  

Doro the2  is the o n l y  character  who r e c o g n i z e s  t h e  

" e q u i v a l e n t  c e n t r e "  i n  a n o t h e r  ( i n  C a s a u b o n ) ,  b u t  t h e  

r eader ,  learning b o t h  f r o m  t h e  n a r r a t o r  and  f r o m  t h e  

c h a r a c t e r s '  m i s r e a d i n y s ,  c a n  e s t a b l i s h  a  m u t u a l  r e l s t i o n s h i p  

w i t h  t h e  narrator, T h e  m u t u a l i t y  makes t h e  c o n v e r s a t i o n :  i t  

es tab ' l  i s h e s  yoss i p ' s  p a t t e r n  o f  n a u r a t  i v e ,  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n ,  

and  judgment  { Spacks 1 3 )  . 
The  d e c e n t r e d  s t r u c t u w e  of  t h e  n o v e l  and  t h e  n a r r a t o r ' s  

arl : iculat: i  on of  hex own l i m i t s  b a t h  s e r v e  t o  e s t a b l i s h  

mutnali t y  betwceri narrator and  reader, a n d  t h e  n a r r a t o r  

f r e q u e n t l y  r e i n f o r c e s  t h e  i d e a  o f  s e l f  and o t h e r  t h r o u y h  

e v e n  s o m e t h i n g  a s  simple as  h e r  c h o i c e  o f  p r o n o u n s .  She  

u s e s  t L % q s  like " F o r  my p a r t  I a m  v e r y  s o r r y  f o r  h i m  

I C a s a u h o n l "  i n  o r d e r  t o  g i v e  t h e  r e a d e r  room t o  m e a s u r e  t h e  

r e a d e r ' s  own s e n s e  of  t h e  c h a r a c t e r .  Every time t h e  

n a r r d t o r  says "1," s h e  i m p l i e s  t h e  r e a d e r ' s  "youv  i n  a w a y  

that e n c o u r a g e s  t h e  r e a d e x  t o  e v a l u a t e  and f o r m u l a t e  h e r  own 

v o i c e ,  hex awn p o s i t i o n  on t h e  i s s u e  a t  h a n d .  

The narrator i n c l u d e s  m o d e l s  of  r e a d e r s  a s  a n o t h e r  

method o f  e n c o u r a g i n g  t h e  r ~ a d e r ' s  a w a r e n e s s  o f  s e l f  and  



o t h e r ,  Mary, Rosamond, and D o r o t h e a  are such rnmI~Is,  

certainly, but the n a r r a t o r  a l s o  w r i t e s  ir. several v e r s  ion:; 

o f  r eaders .  Wolfgang Tser u s e s  t h e  t e r m  " i m p l i r d  r eader"  to  

clesignatc "a t e x t u a l  s t r u c t  u u e  a n t i c s i p ~ t  i n g  the pr  riscrtcr .o f  

a r e c i p i e n t  without necessarily d e f i n i n g  h i m  . . . "  ( 3 4 ) .  

The  imp l i ed  reader  e x i s t s  En the text, and is distinct f r o m  

the actual reader, who may be (quite often is) very 

different. The narrator of Midd lemarch  is aware of  this  

distinction between readers and m a k e s  u s e  o f  i t .  S h r  w r i t e : :  

i n  a n  implied reader  who i s  easily cawed a n d  r a t h e r  

helpless; Cicely Pa l se r  Wavc?ly, f o r  example, reads a passayc 

about Will as follows: 

The Will t h e  a u t h o r  i n s j s t s  on . . seem:< murtA 
than 'stranger; hut t h e  r e a d ~ r  who d o u b t s  t h c  
'fact' must be prepa rpd  t u  be Iabc l l cd  o r d i n a r y  
and vubqar-, and h a s  p r o b a b l y  al.reac'iy meek1 y 
submitted to t h e  coercive 'we' and  acs~pt .cd  t11at 
h e  or s h e  is 'well-wadded w i t h  stupidity' ( 3 1 4 ,  
emphasis h e r s ) .  

I am not concerned h e r e  w i t h  t h e  p a r t i c u l a r s  a h o u t  W i l l ,  611ri. 

rather with Havely's image of t h e  reader ,  who is v m e @ k , "  c v ? n  

be "coercedq' by a pronoun, and dares not dispute t h e  

wauthorfsn presentation of t h e  f a c t s .  And w h i l e  I do nut: 

dispute the presence of t h f s  implied reader i n  t h e  t e x t ,  I 

c a n n o t  agree  t h a t  t h i s  is t h e  only implied r eade r .  (Haoe ly  

does not suggest t h e  p r e s e n c e  of o t h e r  v e r s i o n s  of r e a d e r s ,  

b u t  i t  m i g h t  h e  well t o  p o i n t  out t h a t  she h e r s e l f  docs n o t  

conform t o  t h e  image of  t h e  reader  she d e s c r i b e s . )  A n o t h e r  
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implied r eade r  is a good d e a f  move sagaciaus t h a n  Wavelyis 

characterjzation allows. 

Alongside the meek reader i5 a reader who w c c c q n i z e s  

her d i f f e r e n c e  from the m e e k  one. A s  D . A .  Miller argues, 

" [ x u r e l y ;  the reader For whom this intimidatingly wise novel 

i s  written c a n n o t  h e  the benighted creature presupposed in 

t h e  narrator's addresses. . . . The caricature exists 

pxecisely so that the reader may disaffiliate himself from 

i t w  1 1 5 9 ) .  The second i m p l i e d  reader ,  the more 

sop i - t i s t i ca ted  o n E ,  recognizes and rejects the "benightsd 

creaturer' as a model. In o f f e r i n g  several versions of 

readers ( n n t  to m e n t i o n  all the models of misreadess in the 

plots), the narrator g i v e s  the readen the opportunity t o  

d e C i n e  h c r s e f  f ,  to explore her own limitations as a reader ,  

a g a i n s t  a l l  the o t h e r  m s d e i ~ ,  Thus, the reader echoes the 

prsccss the female cha rac t e r s  go through in defining their 

own voices. 

W h i l e  t h e  n a r r a t o r  o f f e r s  other versions of readers, 

against whase  voices the actual veader  tests he r s ,  the 

n a r r a t o r  a l s o  o f f e r s  her own judgments as ttsounding-boardsit 

f o r  t h e  reader, I n  the following exchange hetween Dorothea 

and Chettam, where the o s t e n s i b l e  subject is Dorotheats plan 

participatjan in d e f i n i n g  a proper 'flady,u Chettarn begins 

by stating that 

"Every lady ought t o  he a p e r f e c t  horsewoman, that 
s h e  may accompany h e r  h u s b a n d . "  



'?You see  how w i d e l y  we d i f f e r ,  S i r  James. i 
have m a d e  u p  m y  m i n d  t h a t  I o u g h t  n o t  t o  be a 
p e r f e c t  horsewarnan, a n d  s o  I s h o u l d  n e v e r  
c o r r e s g o n d  t~ y o u r  p a t t e r n  n f  a lady." D o r o t h e a  
looked straight before her, and spoke  w i t h  c o l d  
brusquerie, v e r y  much w i t h  t h e  a i x  of  a handsomr:  
boy, in amusing contrast w i t h  t h e  s o l i c i t o u s  
a m i a b i l i t y  o f  h e r  admi.rer ( 4 4 1 ,  

The  exchange  o f f e r s  two o p p o s i n y  definitions of womanhood: 

f avou r  of rencunciny s e n s u a l  p l e a s u r e  ( a n d  C h e t t a r n l s  n o t i o n  

o f  wifehoodf. B u t  t h e  n . 3 r z a t o r f s  comments  open  t h e  ic:sue t o  

s o  much t h a k  s h e  comes t o  lose h e r  gender - - - she  resembles ''.A 

handsome boy," w h i c h  m a k e s  a n  " a m u s i r i g  c o n t r a s t "  w i  t h  

Che t t am.  T h e  p o i n t  is t h e  amusemen t :  s i n c e  bokh do rot he^^ 

and C h e t t a m  are  qaite s e r i o u s ,  the amusement:  can o n l y  he  L h ~ k  

narratar's response to the contrast, a n d  t o  t h e  exc:l~~+nye 

itself. And by mentioning her own r c s p n r i s e ,  t h e  n a r r a t i ~ r  

invites the readerrs as well--it is a n  implicit "1,"  :;tj t o  

speak. Thus  t h e  passage h o l d s  t h e  potentla1 f o r  Four 

languages about women: the two character:=+' ,  t h e  s m u s e d  

n a r z a t o r  ' s ,  and the reader's. I f  t h e  n a r r a t o r  s 

solicitation o f  t h e  reader '5 zesponse seems u h l i q i t e  i n  ;h i r ;  

exchange ,  it is of c o u r s e  much l e s s  x u h t l  e i n  pat;sdqe:; I f r t i ?  

a r e  p u r e l y  n a r z a t o r i . 2 2 ,  

In C h a p t e r  Two, I d e s c r i b e  t h e  C ~ L F ; .  w i t h  ~ f l i ~ h  t h e  

n a r r a t o r  shows Rosarnond t n  b? a pe r f ec t  example O F  ?or i r-t y I : :  



t h e  narrator addresses t h e  reader  directly: 

T h i n k  no unfair e v i l  o f  her, pray: she had no 
wicked plors, n o t h i n g  s o r d i d  n r  mercenary;  in 
fact, she never  t h a u g h t  o f  money e x c e p t  as 
c ,orneth inq necessairy which a t h e r  people would. 
always provide, She  was n o t  i n  t h e  h a b i t  of  
d e v i s i n g  f a l s e h a : > d s ,  and j F  her s t a t e m e n t s  were no  
direct clue tc f z c t ,  why, t h e y  werc n o t  intended 
i n  t h a t  l i g h t - - t h e y  were among h e r  elegant 
a c c c ~ m p l k ~ h r n e n t s ,  i n t e n d e d  t o  please. Nature had 
inspired many s r t s  in finishing Mrs Lemon's 
I a v o u r i t e  pupil, who by genera l  c o n s e n t  ( F r e d ' s  
e x c e p t e d ]  was a ( ? r e  compound o f  beau ty ,  
c l e v e r n e s s ,  and a m i a b i l i t y  ( 3 0 1  1 .  

The narrator b e g i n s  ~ i t h  a n  i m p e r , ~ t i v e ,  which, a s  Mary G. De 

J o n g  p u l n t s  s u t ,  t e l l s  the reader " t o  see  a f a i r  a m o u n t  o f  

e v i l "  i n  Rosamond ( 9 7 1 .  T h e  n a r r a t o r  n o t  only i n v i t e s  t h e  

reader t u  s ee  e v i l ,  b u t  t h e  d e f i n i t i o n  of  " f a i x U  i s  l e f t  u p  

to t h e  r e a d e r ,  f n  order  t z ~  come t o  same c o n c l u s i o n  a b o u t  

Rosamond, t h e  we?deu m u s t  d e c i d e  what is " f a i r , "  By t h i s  

point i n  t h e  text, t h e  reader  is well acquainted with t h e  

X i r n i t a t i a n s  Rosamond's ronantjc l a n g u a g e s  p lace  o n  h e r  p l o t s  

( a g a i n  the j u d g m e n t  af "wicked9' is l e f t  to t h e  r e a d e r ) ;  t h e  

r?ader is a l s o  aware of R~samond's disinterest in money, 

except as a convenience. Tho  narrator uses w h a t  s o u n d s  v e r y  

much l i k e  R o s m w n d t s  own l a n g u a g e  t o  s a t i r i z e  h e r  l i e s  

inwhy; t h e y  were n ~ t  i n t e n d e d  i n  that lighk") and csm2lete:s  

t h e  passsqe by invoking s o c i e t y ' s  a p p r o v a l  of  Rosamond.  The  

idea n f  "genera l  c c n s e n t "  g i v e s  the reader a f u r t h e r  forum 

f c r  s e t t i n g  h e r  own way of  naming of  Resamond a g a i n s t  t h a t  



clearly satirizing Rosamond, d o e s  ~ o i  speak f o r  t h e  r c n d c r ,  

o r  coerce her  i n t o  a particular v i e w :  t h e  v a l u e  judgrncnks 

a re  l e f t  t o  t h e  r e a d e r ' s  djscretion. 

i r i v ~ i v e s  the reader i n  exposing t h e  l anguacje Zrhat. r o n c  t:r'iac:t::s 

that are perceived as appropriate for women  come u r i d r r  

scrutiny: the n a r v a t o r  shows them to be destructive, b o t h  to 

Rosamond, and to the socicty that demands them. " N d t u r e t t  

may have  inspired the "arts," but they a r e  now actifjtc. 

The reader sees  t h e  " r a re  compound of beauty ,  zlt:v.;rnes:;, 

and amiability" as a collect i c n  of  s u s p e c t  a d j e c t i v e s ,  

definitions of  w h i c h  r e s o n a t e  hollowly a g a i n s t  t h e  

background of the Rofarnond w i t h  whom t h e  r e a d e r  is 

acquainted. 

uses the language of "general. conscr ' i t"  to i:nc-lerrnino it:; 

authority. 

I f  you want to know more  particulaxly how Mary 
l o o k e d ,  t e n  ta one you wi1.L s e e  a face like t i e rs  
in t h e  cuowc',ed s t r ee t  t f r ~ n u r r o w ,  i f  yo,? ark: there. 
o n  t h e  w a t c h .  . . . ! F i x ]  your  eyes rjrt s0mr3 small 
piurnp brownish p e r s o n  of  f i r m  Dct quiet carri?ge, 
who looks ahotst  h e r ,  b u t  does n o t  s r lPpose  thr .3t  
anybody is looking at h e + .  I f  she h a s  a t i rcad 
face  and s q u a r e  brow, wclf-marked eyebrows and 
curly dazk hair, a certain e x p r e s s i o n  n i  a m u s e m e n t  
in h e r  glance which her  m o u t h  k e e p s  a s e c r e t  o f ,  
and f = r  t h e  rest features entirely i n s i g n i f i c a n t ; - - - -  
take t h a t  o r d i n a r y  b u t  n o t  d i s a c j r e e a t l e  persoIi  f o r  
a portrait of Mary G a r t h  ( 4 4 2 - 3 1 ,  



T h i s  description o f  Mary i s  a s  i n t e r e s t i n g  f o r  i t s  

s u g g e s t i o n s  t o  t h e  r eader  as i t  is f ~ r  i ts  d e s c r i p t i o n .  T h e  

n a r r a t o r ' s  use o f  '"f" leaves  c h o i c e s  up  to t h o  r e ade r :  t h e  

reader  may o r  may n o t  t a k e  t h e  advice. B u t  t h e  t e rms  i n  

w h i c h  the n a r r a t o r  de sc r ibe s  t h e  h y p o t h e t i c a l  woman o n  t h e  

= t r e e t s  emphas ize  thc l a n g u a g e  w i t h  w h i c h  women  a r e  .2 

cateqowizcd a n d  e v a l u a t e d .  T h i s  p e r s u n  is " o r d i n a r y  b u t  n o t  

d f  sag reeab f  e, 'Vier  f e s t u z e s  are " e n t i r e l y  i n s i g n i f i c a n t ,  fl 

3 ~ d  s h e  i s  a 'Ismall plump brownish person." The r eader  will 

o n l y  n o t i c e  he r  i f  s h e  is ''on t h e  w a t c h " :  t h e  n a r r a t o r  

sl iggests t h a t  t h e  r e a d e r  h a s  a l r e a d y  passed a n y  number of 

Mary G a r k h s  or: ,~J-C::cek, "Ordinaryw heccrnes s u s p e c t ,  as 

" b e a u t y v  d o e s  with Rosarnand, s i n c e  the reader k n o w s  Mary t o  

be complex and i n k e r e s t i n q .  T h i s  is not ~ i m p i y  a mat ter  o f  

1; judging appearances t t ;  r a t h e r ,  i t  q u e s t i o n s  t h e  l a n g u a g e  

c2 ,dciety - u s e s  t o  j u d g e  w a r n e n l s  v a l u e .  S i n c e  "genera l  

c a n s e n t "  values Rnsamund's " b e a u t y v  and passes by Mary's 

t f  - - o r d i n i - i r i n e s s , "  and s l n c e  t h e  reader  knows t h a t  n e i t h e r  

a d j e c t i v e  a d e q u a t e l y  expresses t h e  c h a r a c t e r ' s  s u b j e c t i v i t y ,  

t h e  t e r m s  l o s e  t h e i r  authority. 

E i j t h  " I~ea~tqi ' '  and  '?ordinarinessw s e r v e  t o  keep Rasamond 

and  Mary as t t o t h e r s . H  f n  a n o t h e r  c o n t e x t ,  t h e  n a r r a t o r  

r e f e r s  to " t h a t  mysterious influence o f  Naming w h i c h  

determinates sc  much of  mortal choicev ( 2 6 8 ) ;  i n  patriarchal 

society, n a m i n g  the o t h e r  i n  t e r m s  that p r e s e r v e  o t h e r n e s s  

is indeed a "mortal" choice--it k i l l s  communication. By 
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showing the damage the terms of  o t h e r n e s s  d o  to t h e  f ~ r n ~ j l e  

charac te rs ,  and  by showing t h e i r  "t-iqtzivai.erit: c e n t r  PS o f  

s e l f t f f  t h e  n a r r a t o x  i n v i t e s  t h e  readex to locate h e r  own 

"selfn i n  the conversation a b o u t  warnen- 

T h e  c o n v e r s 6 t i f 2 n  g i v e s  t h e  r eade r  a n  o p p a ~ : t u n i . t y  t u  

reflect on herself a s  a readcr ,  t o  h e a r  he r  own v o i c e  

resonate against t h e  o t h e r  v c i c e ,  and  to drticulate 

questions that are implicit i n  t h e  p o r t r a i t s  o f  t h e  f e m a l c  

characters. What may h e g i n  as a c n n v e r ~ ~ l t i o n  b e t w e e n  

paints of  vie?& a r ~ d  p l a t s  e x p a n d s  t o  a p!? i l c :~ t - ,~ph ic i i f  i nquiry 

i n t o  the linguistic h o r d e r s  b e t w e e n  s e l f  a n d  o t h e r ,  O n c e  

the fiar-mratoufs niethorl! i s  clear, e a c h  p r o n o u n  st - t t - r ;  o f f  ;I 

chain of  reflect i o n s  arnanq the cha rac t e r s ,  t h e  r eader ,  a n d  

t h e  n a r r a t o r .  T h r o u g h  the r e f i e c t i u n s ,  t h e  l anguaqe  

patriarchy u s e s  to categorize and e v a l u a t e  w o m n  i s  opened  

t o  t h e  reader,  whe t a k e s  i t ,  reflecting o n  i t  and o n  I ~ c r  

sense of  self, 



CONCLUSION 

"EVERY LIMIT IS A BEGINNINGa 

f p x c t e ~ t  a g a i n s t  a n y  a b s o l u t e  c o n c l u s i o n  . a 

Narrator 

T h e  n a r u a t o r  b e g i n s  f o r m u l a t i n g  q u e s t i o n s  i n  the 

t f P r e l u d e "  a b o u t  w o m e n ' s  r o l e s  when  s h e  mentions t h e  l V l i m i t s  

o f  v a r l a t i o n f '  among female  n a t u r e s .  I n  t h e  t h e  

n a r r a t o r  o f f e r s  t h r e e  v e r s i o n s  o f  f e m a l e n e s s :  Mary, w i t h  h e r  

s o l i d  m u t u a l  h a p p i n e s s ;  Rosamsnd,  a b a s i l  p l a n t  f l o u r i s h i n g  

t h e r e  was  a l w a y s  s o m e t h i n c j  b e t t e r  wh ich  s h e  might have d o n e  

. . "  ! 8 9 3 ) .  F u r  all t h r e e ,  the question is one o f  

appropriate medium: u n d e r  what c i r c u m s t a n c e s  w > c l d  these 

t h r e e  h a v e  f o u a d  their "epns," as S a i n t  T h e r e s a  d i d ?  And 

while a l l  t h r e e  perceive themselves as more  o r  l e s s  happy, 

the n a r r a t o r  suggests t h r o u g h o u t  that t h e y  have n o t  achieved 

a s  f u l l  a s e n s e  o f  thcmselvcs, of  t h e i r  v o i c e s ,  as t h e y  

eocld have :  Rcsamond w a s  poisoned e a r l y  e n ,  Mary e s p o u s e s  

a n a c h r e : l i s t i r  v a l u e s ,  and Dorothea, t h e  m o s t  r c f l e r t i v e  of  

t h c  khree,  is s w a r ~  of  L% l a c k  i n  h e r  s e n s e  > f  h e r s e l f ,  

T h i s  s t u d y  has arcaed t h a t  a c o n v e r s a t i o n a l  a p p r o a c h  t o  

&i~121e1n~tech r ~ v e a l s  b o t h  t h e  thcmat  i c  2nd t h e  structuaf 

c o n c e r n s  f o r  the wsys i n  which women's position i n  s o c i e t y  
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is c o n s t r u c t e d  i n  and t h r o u g h  l a n g u a g e .  T h e  i.sst~e:; i ~ f  

s u b j e c t i v i t y ,  gender ,  v o i c e ,  j n t e u p r e i : = i , t i  01-1, and audi  P ~ C P  

a r i s e  e q u a l l y  i n  discussions of  characters and between  t h e  

reader and the narrator, 

In a metaphorical conversation, the three female 

characters offer d i f f e r e n t  versions sf the samc s c r i p t s .  

B u t  all three lack s t r a % e g i e s  to d o  mare t h a n  rnisrr.3d t h e i r  

scripts: with limited access to the experience that might 

give them languages to change the p l o t ,  t h e y  a r e  l e f t  to 

take as authoritative a plot written from i n a d e q u a t e  

k n o w l e d g e  a b o u t  wornen!s "equivalent c e n t r e s  of self. And 

while the chauacters occasionally ca.t.ch g i  impset; o f  the  

e x t e n t  to which they a r e  c o n s t r a i n e d ,  wikhout access t o  the 

kinds of conversations the veader and narrator have ,  the 

characters are u n a b l e  to act. 

I n  a s e r i e s  of reflections, t h e  reader  a n d  n a r r a t o r  

continue conversations about women and l anguage .  T h e  

n a r r a t o r  c rez tes  a m u t u a l  r2lationship w i t h  - t h e  r eade r  i.sy 

cantinually expressing the l imitations on r i a r r a to r  l a 1  

authority, and by soliciting the reader's part:  i c i p a t :  i o n  at. 

every  t u r n .  As the reader and narrator e x p c s c  t h e  p % o t s  o f  

p a t r i a r c h a l  l a n g u a g e ,  t h e  n a r r a t o r  i nvi t e 5  t h e  r rtar'fer f:o 

compare the reader  f~ own e x p e r i e n c e ,  a n d  t.0 explore t h e  :.~;32(:i: 

i n  w h i c h  t h e  reader c o n s t r u c t s  h e r  a w n  sense of s e l f  t h r o u g h  

language. 
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B u t  the narrator docs not e n v i s i o n  a scciety where the 

!S limits 2 of variation?' among women are known and celebrated; 

t o  have  done so  would have  been t o  prescribe, and her 

project is "a s t u d y  of  provincial lifen--it describes. Her 

method is to include as many languages, as many limiting 

definitions, as she can. Rut as the limiting definitions 

sound against each other, and a g a i n s t  the v o i c e s  u f  the 

reader  and narrator, th2 dcfiniticns become more and more 

ho l low,  The institutions of  patriarchy--marriage as 

vocation, Lydgatefs exclusive science, Casaubonls kind of 

s c h o l a r s h i p - - a r c  opened to reform, because they are opened  

to q u e s t i o n i n g .  The narrator begins the "Finale" by saying 

that " E V I E ~  limit is a beginning a s  welt as an endingt' 

( 8 9 0 ) .  I n  the spirit of t h e  conversation I describe 

throughout, this seems to me a cue to the readex to take up 

t h e  n a r r a t o r ' s  p r o j e c t  af  questioning, t a  use the limits sf 

the n o v e l  as a "standing ground" f r o m  whi \ more questions 

a r i s e ,  

Middlemarch, with its m u s i c a l  Prelude and Finale, 

becomes a chorus for many voices, and while the chorus 

contains both point and c o u n t e r p o i n t ,  t h e  v o i c e s ,  t h e  

selves, all Decerne "equivalent  centre^.'^ As a dialogiaed 

t e x t ,  Middlemarch empowers i ts  reader  by testing h e r  voice: 

the n a r x a t o r  's challenges, questions, and descriptions offer 

t h e  reader a r e - d e f i n e d ,  o r  refined, sense of  s@lf. 



NOTES 

1 My r e a d e r  will h a v e  ncticed by now t h a t  X hL%vc c h o s ~ n  
t o  u s e  a f e m i n i n e  p r o n o u n  f o r  " t h e  r c a d e ~ ? ~  of  Middlcmgrc&-. 
My d z c i s i o n  is b a s e d  on  t h e  awareness t h a t  t h e  r e a d i n g  o f  
t h e  n a v e l  t h i s  s t u d y  o f f e r s  a r i s e s  f r o m  my f q e n d e r c ~ l )  
e x p e r i e n c e  as  a r eade r .  Thus ,  I speak f o r  myse l f - - -where  a 
msle readex f i n d s  " e q u i v a l e n t  c e n t r ~ s  of  self" i n  t h e  t e x t  
is u p  t o  h im.  

2 One c o u l d  r n a k e  a n  argument  f o r  includinq C e l i a  B r u o k c  
i n  t h i s  g r o u p  of charac te rs ,  s i n c e  s h e  g u e s  t h r o u q h  
c o u r t s h i p  a n d  marriage j u s t  a s  t h e  o t h e r s  d o ,  However, t h e  
n a r r a t o r  pays much less attention t o  h e r  t h a n  t o  t h ~  o t h e r s ,  
a n d  h e r  p l o t  is s u b o r d i n a t e d  t o  h e r  s i s t e r ' s .  D . A .  M i l l e x  
p o i n t s  o u t  t h a t  even e v e n t s  i n  Celia's l i f e  t e n d  t o  appear  
i n  s u b o r d i n a t e  c l .auses ,  a n d  a r e  t h u s  made a " n o n - s t o r y g t  
f l 2 8 ! ,  

3 Among t h e  c r i t i c s  who m a k e  this charge are t h e  
f o l l o w i n g :  S p a d y  suggests t h a t  t h e  r e a d e r  is u n l i k e l y  t n  
dissent f r o m  t h e  n a r r a t o r ' s  p o i n t  of v i e w  ( 7 2 - - - 3 ) ;  Wauhol 
n o t e s  t h a t  9 9 t h e  n a w r a t o r  r e q u i r e s  t h e  narwatee t o  become 
r e a l i g n e d  w i t h  t h e  n a r r a t o r v  1 2 9 ) ;  A r m s t r o n g  s a y s  t h a t  when 
t h e  n a r r a t o r  " a s k s  a q u e s t  i o n - - a s  she f r e q u e r t l y  d o e s - i  t: 
u s u a l l y  demands  t h e  a n s w e r  ' Y e s !  . . . "  1 1 2 2 ) ;  a n d  'FIaveIy 
d e s c r i b e s  how t h e  reader becomes " c o n d i t i o n e d t '  t o  r e l y  on 
t h e  n a r r a t o r ' s  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n ,  i n s t e a d  of r e a c h i n g  a n  
i n d e p e n d e n t  one ( 3 1 8 ) .  

4 J o h n s o n ,  a c c o r d i n g  t o  P a t r i c i a  Meyer S p a c k s ,  tlried 
f f c ~ n v e r s a t i o n "  t o  d e n o t e  Tfeompeti t i v e  s e l f  -display, i n  w h i c h  
one p e r s o n  n e c e s s a r i l y  tr iurnphs, " ratzher  t h a n  e x c h a ~ g e ,  o r  
c a s u a l  t a l k  ( 3 7 ) .  

5 ~ h e z e  a r e  many v e r s i o n s  of p a t r i a r c h y :  h r n a d f y  
speaking ,  a p a t r i a r c h y  is "gove rnmen t  by t h e  f a t h e x "  ~ Q I C l ~ ) ,  
c h a r a c t . e n i z e d  by t h e  i m p o r t a n c e  o f  h t t ~ r a r c r h y ,  s t a t - { i s ,  13nr3 
power .  It is not a u n i t a r y  sys tem,  h u t  i t  i s  a u t h o r  i t - a x i a n ,  
a n d  w h i l e  d i f f e r e n t  men h a v e  r t i f f e r t 2 n t  k i n d s  o f  acci3:l;:; t o  
power,  men n e v e r t h e l e s s  have more access t h a n  worncn, 
B i d d l e m a r c h  s h ~ w s  t h e  p r o v i n c i a l  v e r s i o n  o f  p e A t r i n r c h y ,  
w h e r e ,  a s  t h e  n a r r a t o r  says ,  " f a 1  man's mind--what t h e r e  i s  
o f  i t - - h a s  always t h e  a d v a n t a g e  o f  heinq m a s c u f j n e  . - . a n d  
even h i s  i g n o r a n c e  is o f  a s o u n d e r  q u a l i t y "  ( 4 4 1 .  

5 See zeferences in N o t e  3 .  1 will also expand on tho 
q u e s t i o n  o f  n a r r a t c r i a l  a u t h o r i t y  i n  C h a p t e r  T h r e e .  

7 J o h n  K u c i c h  calls t h e  G a r t h  f a m i l y  the "pa::;'.oral 
p l o t , "  w h i l e  Alexander  Welsh  a s s e r t s  that t h e  G n r t h s  " e n j o y  



t h e  n e a r l y  u n q u a l i f i e d  admiration of the novelist . . + II 

thereby separating the C a r t h s  from the narrator's usual 
trpstrnent of characters ( K u s i c h  58; Welsh 231). Welsh 
suggests that the Garths are the most conservative and least 
modern g f  the characters, and that Caleb and Mary Garth's 
"main action is to keep well clear o f  the other heroes and 
heroines arid to rescue from the incongruous effects of a 
c l a s s i ca l  education one Fred Vincy, in o r d e r  to perpetuate 
their conservative race" (231). And while Caleb may enjoy 
the " n e a r l y  unqualified a d m i r a t  ion" of the narrator, Mary 
does n o t ,  a s  f s3al? argue later. 

8 See f o r  e x a m p l e  Spackst discussion of  gossip as social 
control in Gossip 1 1 7 2 ) ;  see also J. Hillis Millor on Mrs. 
Cadwallad~r--another great controller t h r o u g h  g ~ s s i p  
f " T e a c h i n g  Middlemarch" 5 7 )  . 

9 At least St. Theresa can give h e r  life for a divine 
heing--Mary has to settle for considerably less than that. 

3.0 A few of the critics who mention Rosamandfs egoism 
arc Leavir [ 6 7 1 ;  Harvey 159-501 ;  Barrett ( 1 4 4 ) ;  E r r n a r t h  
("Teaching Middlernareb as Narrative" 3 7 ) ;  and D . A .  Miller 
( 1 4 0 ) .  

x ' " ~ , h .  Miller makes a similar point (but to a different 
e n d ) :  h e  says t h a t  RosamondTs speech "is all in dashes7! 
( 1 8 1 ) .  

rZ~iely points out that e a r l y  in the novel Rosamond 
equates plain speech with vulgarity (116). 

I " ~ i k e  Maqgie Tulliver, Oorothea takes as her 
a u t h o r i t i e s  texts that are accidental; and also like Maggie, 
Darothea uses them to " p e r f o r m  the f u n c t i o n  o f  knowledgew 
because she h a s  no alternatives. 

'"~ilbert and  Gubar point out that Dorotheats affinity 
with Aunt Julia causes several u v e r t  rebellions, " I t  is 
t e l l i n g  that her first defiance o f  Casaubonrs deathly will 
is made to r i g h t  the wvony done to Aunt Julia, w h o s ~  
disinheritance represents her awn dispossession, 
powerlessness, and invisibility" (Gilbert and Gutar 5 0 6  1 ,  
They go on to paint out that Aunt Juli2 is the recison 
Dorethea comes 'tto question the economic basis ~ 3 f  
patriarchy, specifirally Casaubonfs w i g h t  to determine his 
own will and fix t h e  line cf succession in spite of his past 
familial obligations*' ( 5 1 1 1 ,  T h i s  is s i m i l a r  to the 
linguistic change I noted: Dorothea moves from the 
abstraction of ttrnorslly goodu to a very particular pxQper  
noun--Aunt Julia. Instead of starting with the abstracti2n 
and working down, she starts with a p a r t i c u l a r ,  concrete 



instance, and weighs out the principles involvt le l  f o r  
herself, 

1 ?5 I have chosen to use a f e m i n i n e  prc>noun far t.he 
narrator for a number of r e a s o n s .  On t h e  most  b a s i c  l e v e l ,  
on?  faces the necessity of choosing a pronoun, and I c h o o s e  
to engender the narrator in keepiny w i t h  the d i a l o g u e  o f  
women's v o i c e s  I describe t h r o u y h o u t  this study, Moreover, 
t h e  n a r r a t o r ' s  sensitivity t o  women's experience i n d i c a t e s  
that she shares it. C o n t r a r y  t o  t h e  v iew of 3 ,  Hill is  
Miller, I do not s e e  how " t h e  fiction of t h e  rna1.e n a r r a t o r  
is still m a i n t a i n e d  in Middlemarch," nor  d a  Z accep t  t : h a t  
"[to3 speak of t h e  n a r r a t o r  as a ' h e t  a l l o w s  t h e  rcadex t::a 
keep firmly in mind the d i s t i n c t i o n  b e t w e e n  t h e  ;+uthor. . . - 
a n d  the created r ~ l e  of the storyteller . . . *  ( " O p t i c  t ~ n d  
S c r n i n t i c t t  1 3 0 ) .  I might a c c e p t  the l a t t e r  aryumeni: i f  i t  
were conventional to u s e  f e m i n i n e  pronouns f o r  t h e  
apparently ungcndercd n a r r a t o r s  in novels by men,  

16 As Dorothea B a r r e t t  says, "it is clear from t h e  
entire c z n o n  t h a t  George E l i o t  believes that intellectna9 
and spiritual depth create r a t h e r  than solve problemsu 
( 1 2 4 ) .  

18 In s u q g e s t i n c j  that the na+ra tc i r t s  p n i n t  of  v i  t ? w  i:i  
limited, as is the reader's, 7 a m  a l s o  s u q q e s t i l l g  t h d t  t h e  
n a r r a t o r  is not t h e  author itat i v e  f i . c j u ~ e  s h e  i s  s o r w t  j . r n e ~  

seen to be. There are two critical camps on t h e  i s s u e  of 
n a r r a t o r i a l  authouity: i n  Note 2, f list a f e w  ut- t h e  
i ' a u t h o r i t a t i v r ; M  camp; amuny t h o s e  who a rgue  f o r  tri~ide,rrrtined 
authority are G i n s b u r g  ( 5 4 2 - 5 5 8 ) ,  J. Fiil lSs !-filler ( " O p t i c  
and Semioticv 1 4 3 - 4 1 ,  and Lodqe ( 5 3 3 ,  G i n s b u r g  arqizes th!? 
p o i n t  in part through demonstrating the ways in w h i c h  t h e  
n a r r a t o r  m a k e s  h e r  c h a r a c t e r s t  voices a s  a u t h o r i t a t i v e  as  
her own. Miller  u s e s  h i s  a n a l y s i s  o f  v i z u d  m e t a p h o r s  to 
suggest the limits o f  t h e  n a r r a t o r ' s  v i s i o n  ( t h u s  a l s o  
authority), and Lodge a r g u e s  for the n a r r a t o r ' s  awarerlees o t  
the indeterminacy i n  human c o m m u n i c a t i o n - - - i n c 2 u d i i n i 2  h e r  o w n .  

19 David Lodge 1551, D , A .  Mil ler  1 1 5 7 ) ,  and  J .  H i l l i s  
Miller ft'Optic and Sern lo t i cv  1 4 1 3  a r e  a f e w  o f  t l i e  critic:; 
who m a k e  use of this point* 
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