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ABSTRACT

George Eliot's Middlemarch (1871-2) offers a series of

literal and metaphorical conversations on the topic of
women's position in society, and how that position is
constructed in and through languagé. These conversations
occur between characters, between plots, and between the
narratorrand'reader. The plets "converse" with each other
by taking up similar themes and working the themes out in
different ways, thus commenting on, qgualifying, and
interpreting each other.r The narrator carries on an
“extended converSatioh with the reader through the charécfers
~and piots, but also thfough her narratorial comments. The
Vcohyersaﬁionsybecome the method of in§uiry‘into the
Viaﬁguéges and'définitions that control women; the
cohﬁérsations are also the means through which the readef
comes to inguire into her own subjectivity.

Theinovel explores issues of Subjectivity,‘gender,
'Voicé, interprefation and audiencé inrpaft through,the plots
of Mary Garth; Rosamond Vincy and/Dorotheé 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 own ends; Rosamond defines herself in terms of a
‘romantic heroine and exposes these terms as inadequate to

experience; and Dorothea questions the languages that

iii
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constrain her by constantly seeking a vocabulary appropriate
to her aspirations and experience. The three characters
read their society through the languages at their disposal;
the novel shows the relationships between the available
‘languages and the characters' senses of self, and thus
eprses both the languages and society,itself as inadequate
to the needs of the women,. |

The questiqns about patriarchai Janguage the narrator
raises in the plots and characters remain the topic of
cdnversation between the narrator and reader. The narrator
rsolicits the participation of the reader through undermining
the authority of narratorial discourse, and by addressing
therrééderrdirécﬁly. As the narfafgr and reader expose
 §ét£iafcha1 language as an inadequate:construcﬁi the
;harfator invitesrthe reader to compare the reader's own
experience, and to éxplore the ways in which the readex

constructs her own sense of self through'language.
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PREAMBLE

CONTEXTUALIZING

For there is no creature whose inward being is so
strong that it is not greatly determined by what
lies outside it.

Narxrator

Early in Middlemarch, the narrator describes Rosamond

Vincy admiring herself in a wmirror, while Mary Garth looks
on:
Mary Garth seemed all the plainer standing at an
angle between the two nymphs--the one in the
. glass, and the one out of it, who looked at each
other with eyes of heavenly blue, deep enrough to
hold the most exqguisite meanings an ingenious
beholder could put into them, ‘and deep enough to
“hide the meanings of the owner if these should
'happen to be less than exqulsltp (139).
In this passage I see many women and many reflections of
women. ‘Mary'and Rosamond, the narrator who’dpwﬁribes the
scene, the author who. standb behind the narrator, and me, as

the reader~—a11 are present 1n the passage, and the mirror

reflects us all, so that I see myﬁelf reflected in Mary and

~Rosamond, Mary‘and Rosamond reflect each other, and so

forth. The presence of the unnamed beholder in the pa ssage
adds another dimension: the beholder sees between and among
the reflections. The passage reveals a play oi‘reﬁlﬁctiansg
a‘play,that becomes a conversation, as the various

reflections relate to and comment on each other.



The refiections in the passage ralse several related
issues in the novel: subjectivity, especially as it becomes
a consequence of relationships; the importance of
interpretation, again in relation, and contextually; gender
as an-element of context and a way of defining individuals;
1anguage and voice, which are intricately conﬁected both to
the first thtée issues) and to the idea -of Cénversation; and
audience, and the wayS in which the audience constructs the
réflection, Or'the cbject under scrutiny. Finélly, as I
suggest above, the passage becomes a metaphorical
7 conversation between andkamong the reflections.

- in the éassége, Rosamond and Mary define themselves in
‘relation to each other; that is to say, their subjectivity
is*a'cQﬁ$equ2nce of their relatioﬁsﬁipa Thus, for Mary, the
vision of-hersglf between "the twé'ﬁymphs“ makes her é
"brﬁwn patch" with "the most unbecoming cohpanion" (140).
Rosamond, doqbled, admires herself all the more next to
Marytt Subjettivity,rréther than béing a:finisﬁed product,
ié a "process andran uﬁfolding;" as the narrator séys of a
person's'charactér, and it depends on context (178). 1In

Middlemarch, Subjectivity exists only in relation»~to

another character, to a situation, and so on. A character's
~sense of self is'positioned and re-positioned as her or his
éontext ghanges.

Just as subjectivity is bound to context, so is

interpretation. Mary and Rosamond look at themselves, and



make sense of what they see, in terms of each other. Making
meaning is an ongoing process: meaning is contingent on
context and alters as contexts Chaﬂné, Mary becomes
Rosamond's immediate context, and vice versa; thus, the
ﬁarrator describes the interpretations of Mary ("brown
patch"), of the unseen "beholder" (Rosamond's %"eves of
héaﬁénly blue"j( and of Rosamond (concealing "less than
exguisite" meanings). In turn, these readings depend on the
'position (fhe cbntext) of the interpreterw¥on where she
"stands" in relation to the images, asrcharactex T
,obsgrver.

Definitions of gender are primary elements of context,
and thérefbre'Of“interpretation. ~The emphasis on plainness
and bééuty7in:the passage'suggesﬁsrspme ofrthe,compleXities
gender brings to interpretation ané'éubjettivity. Plainness
and beauty are labels that become é means of classifying and
valuing according to criteria beyond the control of women.
Rosamond and Mary interpret themselves and are interpreted
through definitions over which they have ne control, but
which nonetheless affect them profoundly,’as Rosamond ' s
‘pride~in‘hei appearance and Mary's self-denigration suggest.

The idea of control through definitions indicates the
importance of languagé and voice--both of which are

intricately connected to subjectivity, interpretation and

gender. In the passage, each figure and each reflection has

a voice, even in the absence of direct dialogue., BAszide fraom



the more obvious voices (the narrator, Mary and Rosamond),
ythﬁ reader and the beholder--they are not necessarily
identical, here--give voice to interpretations and Jjudgments
of the young women. The beholdexr articulated in the
péssage, for example, is apparently susceptible to the
"mi;ror" Rosamond's eyes become, and gives voice to the
Qélﬁatiohrthatrarises from the,mirrbr/eyes} Rosamond is seen
as exquisite. A separate voice comes from the image in the
mirror itself (rather than the mirror of Rosamond's eyes),
r;ahd,Rosamond and Mary judge themselves against it; This
" voice is not an individual's, but instead is society‘s
colléctive definitions of plainness and beauty. The "voice"

jnrthe'mi:ror becomes one of judgment: Gilbert and Gubar

shggést iniMaéwoﬁan in fhé Attic thét there is a patriarchal
voiée'df jﬁdgmént in amirror, and that this voice
determines the self-evaluation of a woman looking at herself
{38). .. Thus Mary comments on her "Unbecoming‘companion," and
:Rosamond preens ail the more. |

Language, ‘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
plaihneSSfand beauty, and names herself in its terms. But
”thisilanéuége is also exposed and questioned: when Mary

-names herself in such negative terms, the terms themselves
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become suspect becsause, for the reader, they seem damaging
and inappropriate.

The presencs of the beholder and the reader {& beholder

[y

by implication! add other languages and voices-~those of
h

audience. In this passzage, the "members of the audience"

iy
v
o
—
[

{reader and "Lohols nterpret the scene differently.
The "ingenious beholder® the pasgagérdescribes'geeﬁ not
Rosamond, but "the most exquisite meanings” that the
~beholder herself puts into’RGsamcnd‘s eyes. In other words,
the beholder sees herself (her meanings) reflected back: the
beho}der’srway ofrzﬁsing««hex 3ubje¢tivity~wcreates what she
Sees, and Rosamond ;s merely a mirror. - The beholder, who is
a'sdxt'df internal reader, serves as a cautionary figure for
fthe actual reader: the actual reader learns t@'léek‘for
Rcéamond behind her reflecting eyes, to look beyond the
reader's own subjectivity for Roﬁamgnd's.

rTherreade; comes to consider her own subjectivity in
relatioh1t9 others' through the conversation between the
reflections.t In‘this passade, aé elsewhere in the text,
the voices combine in a conversation about the place of
women in society and how that place is created in and

through language. The passage describes an exchange of

interpretations: between Mary and Rosamond, between the
reader and narrator, between the beholder and the

characters, between the characters and the mirror, and so

fsrth;‘:ln exposing and contrasting the voices and languages



that compose the conversation, the text poses guestions

about the position of women. As Jennifer Uglow puts it,

"Middlemarch asks us toc compare different ways of
interpreting life~~by balancing against each other the
descriptions provided, for example, by gossip, science,
rgligion, biology and thsics, poetry and art. . . . And
therféSEing groﬁnd for all these 1anguag¢s is invariably
'the nature of Woman' . . ." (206). Moreover; both the
languages and the definitions they offer are explored and

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

7 mirror passage.

This study argques that Middlemarch offers a series of
litégéi'and méfaphorical cohversations bﬁ the topic of what
if,meéhsrto‘béia,woman: these converSéticns éaﬁ occur in the
iitéfal 5peech or silence between characters, or
metaphorically betweeﬁ characters, plots, and between the
narrator and‘reader.  The plots "converse™" with each othex
by taking up -similar themes and working those themes out in
different wayé, thus cdmmentiné 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 inguiry into the
1anguageé’and definitions that control women; the
'épnyerSations 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
(subjecfivity, interpretation, gender, voice, and audience)
are all implicit in the idea of conversation. The novel
iﬁvestigates the way a speaker positions herself and her

-discourse; a character speaks from a position tha% depends
on her subjectivity, gender, and audience. Participation in
an ekchange is contingent on voicé and'intérprefation:
'without voices, vaiously, there is no exchange, but
response to an utferance depends on the relation between the
speakers, on the speakers interpreting eaéh other and the
wqudraround them. Through an analysis of the voices in the

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

study exp1ores thé'conversations Middlemarch'offers about
woméh;" |

Chapter One sets out the theoretical frame for my
argument. It introdUces M.M. Bakhtin's dialogism; and shows
howrdialogism‘ig,useful for the conve:sationalyanalysig I
propose. The chapter’also connectsrdialogism with the

relationship'betWeen the narrator and the reader. The

second chapter explores the feminist issues Middlemarch
raises in plot and character, concentrating on Mary Garth,

Rosamond Vincy, and Dorothea Brooke, and the conversations

Ul

their voices create. The novel's feminist argument centre
on the experiences of these three characters: their parallel
plots revolve around courtship and marriage, which is to

‘say,‘the plots concern the processes through which women
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abttain sexugl maturity and move into the domestic sphere
‘patriarchal society prescribes for them.® The second
‘chapter focuses on how Mary, Rosamond and Dorothea define

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

w

peech. The third’and final chapter analyses the
relationship between reader and narrator, and the
meta/ccnversafion between them. Géorgé E1iot*5 narrator is
sometimes accused of being too authoritarian--of telling the
reader how to respond.” But to approach thernovel as a
conveisatiun is to place the reader and narrator on a more
equal Eooting: the relationship becomes an exchange, rather
than one in which the dictatorial narrator pushes the
’paSSive readerraround‘ As a coh&efsatibn, the re1ationship
becomes a forum for further exploration of controlling
définitions and language: the guestions the narrator raises
in plot and character remain the topic of conversation.
-Indeed, the,nové} solicits the participation of the reader:
the reader's own subﬁectivity is as much an object of
inquiry a$ ié that éf the character55 -The ekpioration of
subjeétivity in the characters implicates the reader (and
thernarrator); as the characters name and interpret what is
around them, the reader names and interprets the characters'

patterns of naming, thus coming to gquestion her own.



CHAPTER ONE

REFLECTING ON CONVERSATION

I don’t feel sure about doing good in any way now:
everything seems like going on a mission to a
people whose language I don't know.

orothea Brooke

[}

In Middlemarch, Geoxrge Eliot incorporates the languages

of gender, class, profession, and so on. Each character's
voice resonates against the backgiound of all the other
voices and landguages; each voice isrpositioned in relation
to the others. This chapter explores the ways in which
gendexed voices become involved in political struggles, and
rtheVWay the,readef's voice 1is impiiqated in the creation of
$peaking selﬁes, | |

| I want to begin with my central metaphor of
"conversation." For my purposes, the word connotes an
"interchange of thoughts and words; famiiiar’disCourse or
talk"r(Qgg).‘r"lnterchange" and "familiar" are the focal

points—“these'are more appropriate to Middlemarch than are

the more formal discourse or verbal sparring that
"conversation”" can connote.® I draw this point out because
I want to associate conversation with something akin to
gossip: conversation as familiar talk that might take place

around a kitchen table, for example.
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This kind of intimate talk is generally associated with
women {(as gossip), and is devalued. Y"'Women's talk,' in
both stvle (hesitant, qualified, gquestion~posing) and
content (concern for the everyday, the practical, and the
interpersonal) is typically devalued by men and women

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

(17). But despite its devalﬁation,'"wdmén's talk" is a
crucial ﬁwayrofrknowing" thafrenéblés "individualé to enter
into the sociél and intellectual life of their community"
(Belenky et al 26). 1In other words, "women's talk" is a
mode of inquiry that enables speakers both to place
themselves and others in society and to learn about
théméelVés ana others.

ThUs;conversation is less an exchange of information
théh it is an inguiry for two (or mofé) voices. And the
rsequence of this ‘inquiry is crucialg,as Spécks suggests of
gossip:rﬁ[narxative], interpretation, judgehent:‘this
sequence dominétes‘gossip, with varying proportiéhs of each
component . Together fhey‘generate a‘charécteristic rhythm
of investigatién. And--more to the’immediate point~-they
 create story . . ." (13). Making meaning is a continuing
process: meaning is made, and re-made, as the talk
continues. Spacks goes cnrto point out the relationship
between this kind of 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
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to the private decings of richly imagined individuals" (22).

ossiping, is a way of knowing: the

w0
o

Thus, reading, like

[ie}

reader learns from the experience of others~-in this case,
both the characters and the narrator. Since the narrator
responds to the characters and events, the reader can
compare her own responses to the narrator's: judgment is
negotiated through conversation.

Just as the activity of reading is like gossiping, the

éubjectrmattér and style of a novel such .as Middlemarch echo
the coﬁtent and style of "women's‘talk;" Hesitancy,

~ gqualification, and question~posinq mark women's talk, and
“concerﬁ fbr the everyday, the practical, and the
interpersonal™ form its content (Belenky ggﬁgl 17).

Middlemarch centres on human relations, but it also pays

attention to the details of human life: Mrs. Cadwallader's
penny-pinching, Mrs. Vincy's inappropriate ribbons, Mrs.
Gartbfs pies, and Fred Vincy's handwriting all receive
éoﬁsiderablerattention. Even therlafgé political issues
like the Reform Bill are more freéuéntly‘pléyﬁd out in
private sphéres than in public: thus, Will Ladislaw's
decision to take up Brooke's campaign is motivat~d more hy
the desire to be near Dorothea than it is by political
commitment. And while one can hardly call Gecrge Eliot's
style "hesitant,"” the novel proceeds by posing questions and
by making gqualifications. Characters, events, and judgments

are subject to endless reflection: Dorothea's ardour is
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qualified both by the narrator's irony and by Celia's
practical turn of mind, Rosamond's selfishness is mitigated
'by the narrator's explanation of the circumstances that
foster it, and so on.

In sum, then, "conversation" as ﬁﬁamiliar discourse or
'ﬁalk" has associations with the denigrated forms of "women's

talk" and gossip. However, Middlemarch reverses this

evaiuatibn: whilerundoubtedly a novél, it is best understood
as a édnvgrsatibn that turns on thertheme of women.
Conversation becomes a mode of inguiry--on the part of the
~reader as much as on the part of the nqvel—mwherein the
(metaphorical or literal) speakers "exchange and interpret
,informétidn'in'order . . . to enlarge their grasp of someone
else;s'experiencé and thus, ideally, better to understand
their oWn“r(Spacks 96). To come to terms with another's
exberience is to recognize the other's subjectivity, to take

another's definition of self into account. The experiences

of thercﬁaractérs in Hiddlemarchf+particulérly the young
wOmen's“~commenﬁ'on myrown experience,'and‘give me a forum
for comparing my subjectivity to theirs. Through this
comparison, especially through seeing how lanqguage 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
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of languages) and a diversity of individual voices,
artistically organized" (262), his observations add another
perspective. He argues that when a character speaks, the
utterance sounds against a background of all the other
"social speech types"--all the other voices--in the nowvel.
For Bakhtin, one voice represents onerideological position,
50 éach utterance enters a political debate with the other
languageé in the text. Bakhtin sugéests that a characteryis
én "image of a language" (336); thué, a character's
subjectivity and her utterance are inextricably- linked.

Since each volice represents a world view, conflict is
inevitable. Bakhtin envisions the conflict as a struggle
be£Qeénrthé ever-nresent céntripetal and centrifugal forces
finrianguége. Ceﬁtripetal languége "gives expression to
 force5 working toward concrete verbal and ideological
unification and centraiization," while centrifugai lénguage
‘works against-unification, since centrifugal languagé is
composed of ﬁianguages of social grbups, 'professional’ and
'generic'rlangﬁéges, languages of generation ahd sb forth"
(271-2). 1In other words, Bakhtin sees an ongoing struggle
for Control 0f meaning in the face of many ideological
positions, and this struggle occurs first in and through
language.

In Middlemarch, the views of women offered by male

characters are attempts to control language, definition, and

people. Characters like Casaubon and Lydgate seek a unitary
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language {(though they do not seek the same cone) to explain
the werld and their place in it. Both the language of
mythology and ‘the language of science (as these characters
‘,Conc&ive them) have a place for women--on the margins, and
as accessories to the more important work of the male
characters. Thus, Casaubon's primaryruse for Dorothea is as
- a sort of "talking head"--he only wants a reader. Lydgate
takes a "strictly scientific view of woman": women become
objects to be viewed under a microscope (183). Definitions
like these seek to control women by reducing thém to
Wbbjetts. Neifher a talkihg head hor'arspecimen on é slide
can challenge the views of the male characters. But,’since
Dorothea and Rosamond resist the‘definitions, a -struggle
over'lénguage ahd:ideology ensues. | |

The novel depicts the struggle over definitions as
playing out between the genders, butVEakhtin does not
include -.gender in his discussions 0£ 1inguistic~idéological
- positions. Réééht'feminist revisioné of dialogism place
génder at ﬁhe centre of the Strugéle. Feminist dialogics
begin "[at] 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
énd dialégic lahguaqe becomes a gendered struggle for
Cont:ol‘of definition between a marginalized female voice

‘and a centralized male voice. Each utterance has this
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struggle as its background, as the context in which it
signifies.

Bakhtin argues that a dialogue is composed of "an
utterance, a reply, and a relation between the two"
'(Holqhist Dialogism 38). Since an utﬁerance is always
‘addressed fo someone or something, there is always a
reiationship to which the reader Shouid attend; Holguist
goes on to suggest that the relatioﬁ is the crucial
component, without which vtterance and reply would he
meaningless (38). The relationship is a political one: thé
utterance and reply express the world views of the speakers,
in Bakhtin's thought, so the relationship necessarily
negbtiateéktwo_world views. As Eakhtin putS Lt; referring
ito'ﬁhefnumber of languages in a anel,‘"no matter how these
‘languages arercdnceived, they may all be taken as particular
poihtsrof view on the world" (293). Each speaker, with her
particular voice, expresses her way of understanding the
world,'every time she;speaks (or, for'that'maftér, when she
chooses not tbrspeak). Bakhtin suggests that all utﬁerances
are marked by the speaker so that meaning must be negotiated
(293). To quote Caryl Emerson,

[because] no two individuals ever entirely

coincide in their experience or helong to

precisely the same set of social groups, every act

of understanding involves an act of translation

and a negotiation of values. It is essentially a
phenomenon of interrelation and interaction (2448),
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And because meaning must be negotiated, and world view is at
stake, the negotiation is ideoclogical and power is of
central importance.

Bakhtin makes a distinction between what he calls
’"authoritative" language and language that is "internally
persuasive."rrHe explains that the authoritative word 1is
external: "we éncounter it with its authority already fused

to it." (342) "1t is, so to speak, the word of the fathers.

Its authority was already acknowledged in the past" (342,

his emphasis). Cleérly, feminists associate this kind of
‘discourse with-patriarchy®: it is imposed, and one is
expected to accommodate oneself to it as it is presented,
since it cannot be gualified: "one must either totally
affirm it, or totally reject it™ (343)., To reject the
authoritative word entirely is a risky proposition: for the
female charaéteis, it is quite literally "the word of the
fathers"--it is the word they live by, the centre of the
community.

Internaily persuasive 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 else's. Its creativity and productiveness

consist precisely in the fact that such a word
- awakens new and independent words, that it
organizes masses 0f our words from within, and

does not remain in isolated and static condition
(345).



This kind of language is adapted and assimilated, and
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applied to new ceontexts. It is the kind of language with
former ways of naming: it is how we make sense of new
contexts.

The sp eaklnu self in this way of thinkinag, conatructs
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herself threaga discourse: she res

authoritative language, and she finds certain kinds of

3

langquagqge persuagiue( o adopts and adapts them. She is a
prcduct of her language, yet she also produces her world
~view by listening ceontinuously to new ways of speaking, and
"trying on" new kinds of language herself. Bakhtin arques
'thaﬁrtheée are the processes dépitteﬂ‘iﬁ the novel:

In a word, t istic plot serves to. represent

he novel 7
speaking persons and their ideological worlds.
What is realizecd in the novel is the process of

coming teo know one's own languagp as it is
perceived in someone else's language, coming
know one's own belief system in somecne else
qustem. There takes place within the novel an

ideological translation of another's language, and
an overcoming of its otherness--an otherness that
is only contingent, external, illusory (365)

o

The concept of character development becomes here a
negotiation of linguistic/ideological systems. "Coming to
know one’s own language" in difference from cthers can mean

‘a struggle if one's internally persuasive language opposes

[’1

the authoritative word, angd *ri kind of =struggle iz crucial

in a2 feminist d;aloa'c readin g.

~J
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names for it that she has been taught.
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}, and in her naivety, she asks
upset the old order (especially Casaubon'

anceptions of appropriate order). Bakhtin

thiz kind cof guestioning is a dialegic
idity {incomprehension) in the novel is always

interacts dialogically with an intelligence (a
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ntellilgence} with which it polemicizes and
tears away"™ (403). Thus when Dorothea

jes Casaubon to publish his work, his anger and
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Dorothea dees not understand his language, and he refuses to
teach it to her, which implies his own sense of its
inadeguacy. But Dorothea does not entirely see what she has
done: she cannot see the extent to which her guestions
undermine his language--his sens: of self. But the reader
sees how her "polemical failure to understand serves to
undermine a language that seeks to constrain her (RBakhtin
403).

Dale Bauer's feminist revision of Bakhtin's dialogism
éduétes female polemical stupidity with "a resisting reader
lwithin'the text™ (11, her emphasis}.

- In other words, "naive" characters resist
understanding the world according to dominant
conventions, resist abstract categories of
language, and also refuse to (or cannot) accept
whole-heartedly the ideclogy of the other; their
naivete remains, and because of this ignorance,
not despite 1t, a struggle emerges {(Bauer 12).

This struggle takes the form of breaking would-be monologism
rdown by challenging it. Thus, Dorothea "fails to
understand"” her "place": she resists efforts of Brooke and
Casaubon to fit her intoc a pre-defined place, and in =so0
doing, she creates a space for resisting her "place," a
space for guestioning the language that consigns her to
powerlessness.

Bauer's notion of a resisting reader in the text raises
g

the issue of the reader herself. In the case of Dorothea's
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questioning, the reader takes up the guestions that Dorothea
asks, and, perhaps, takes them further. "The role of the
reader . . . is to question and restructure the 'cultural
and intertextual frames' in which the character operates and
is made foolish" {(Bauer 12). Bauer indicates here that the
réader is necessarily an active participant in making
meaning, that the reader involves herself in a dialogic
encounter with the text.

~When one figures the text as dilalogic, it follows that
the‘reader brings her 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
'd'baitiCUIar charactexr or poiht of view (I inélude the
. héfratqr, hére), but rather she‘Cén'occupy a position that
- shifts in relation to particular scenes in the text. I

“think it important to make this point, especially in

connection to ﬁiddlemarch, because the novel has so often
been criticized for not‘leaving the reader a position from
which té resist the authority of the narrator.® From a
dialogic point of view, the reader necessarily participates
in making meaning, and does not need the permission of the
narrator. (or the critic) to engage in the text. As I will

later, both Middlemarch's narrator and the narrative

]
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self invite participation throughout, but I raise the

Lol

issue now because of the implications for reader response

implicit in dialogism.



Patricinio P. Schweickart, in an essay that
investigates a feminist theory of reading, notes that one of
the main guestions in reader response theory has been
whether the text or the reader controls the experience of
reading (36). She proposes instead a "dialectic of
communication” as a feminist model of reading (53). And
While she does not specifically refer to Bakhtin, she also
calls her model "dialogic™ (52). This‘iﬁ the kind of meodel

I propose for reading Middlemarch: one in which the reader

converses with the characters and the narratoer, a
conversation which neither the readér nor the narrator
ééntrols, but instead an experiencé tﬁét fﬁnctinns as a

, dialogue,f

The reader,; to return to Bakhtin;s terms, is another
‘dialogizing force: she contributes her voice to the
discussion. This is an important point, because the reaﬂer'
is ultimately the site of the struggle between dialogized
voiéés. She articulates the world views in the text, and
tests her own voice against them. So, just as the
characters test their views against others', the reader
tests herself against (or with) the narrator. In other
words, there is a continuing analogy between the activities
within the text and between the text and the reader. To
some extent, the reader echoes what the characters do as
they struggle to interpret their world: they interpret

according to their language, the narrator sometimes offers
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interpretations, and the reader interprets these, and weighs
them against her perceptions of the world outside the text.
The reader thus becomes the site for reflection on
languages and world views. 1 would arque that a feminist
reader takes a position against the monologic/patriarchal
authority Geocrge Eliot depicts inrthe novel. She {(the
reéder)'recognizes her allegianée to -the characters and
inéidents that seek to break down monologism; she does this
béSed on her own marginaliéed position. This has everything
- to do with understanding through relations and contexts,
-because Hermreading is necessarily based on her own context.

There is a sense in which this kind of reading goes

back to the traditional reading of Middlemarcﬁ as a plea for
'empathetié ﬁnderstanding. Empathy is"based on feeling with
thé other: readers have long understood the novel to argue
the necessity of acknowledging the "equivaleht centre of
selfﬂrin anqther person. Butrbefqre that kind of
ackncwledgemént‘is possibje, one has,to,have a sense of
self--a sense of the positidn from-which the "i" speaks.

Reading Middlemarch is a process of articulating the

rreadex's "I," as well as the "I's" of the (female)
characters. The point of articulating "I" is necessarily
rooted in discourse, and this is as true for the characters
-as. 1t 1s for the reader. Thus, we return to the levels of
conversation: the reader reads the characters articulating

(or silencing) themselves, and the reader finds her pesition
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in her conversation with the text, with the narrator. The
following chapter explores the reader's conversation with
the languages and subjectivities of Mary, Rosamond, and
Dorothea, and shows how these characters critique

patriarchal language.



CHAPTER TWO

VOICES READING: MARY, ROSAMOND, AND DOROTHEA

I never called everything by the same name that

all the people about me did. .
Dorothea Brooke

Gilbert and Gubar suggest'fhét for literary artists
Vself«dﬁfinition necessarily precedes self-assertion M
fl?). - I would add that this is true of speakeré in general:
"'I AM' cannot be uttered if the fI‘ knows not what it is"

(Gilbert and Gubar 17). One of the general assertions of

The Madwoman in the Attic is that uttering "I" is a

differentiprdposition for a woman"than it is for a man, and
whiié Gilbert and Gubar make this poihtrpartichlarly about
wéheh writers, it 1s also true of the characters these
writers creaté. This chapter analyzes the ways in which
‘Mary Garth, Rosamond Vingy and DpyothearB:ooke assert
themselves as "I"; it describes the costs and_compromises
the charactersrmake in uttering "I." | |

Since the contexts of the three characters differ, so
do the‘p:oblems they face in defining themselves and finding
positions from which to speak. ¥ach of the three speaks a
different language; as Bakhtin éuts it, each is an "image of
a. lanquage" that speaks a different world view (336, his

emphasis). Thus, each of the three languages becomes a

24
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potential arena for struggle with patriarchal monologic
authority, through either overt or covert challenge. 2and
among themselves, the three languages converse about what it
means to be a woman.

The three languages resonate against the political
background of the Reform Bill, significant because, as‘
Robert Kiely points out, "in periods of social discorder and
inccherence, language is one of therstrucfuxés that falters"

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

oneraspect of patriarchal society open to challenges, but
‘the need to reform parliament signifies the need to revise
~other oppressive systems. 8o, the positichs of the
characters toward the Reform Bill inform their languages and
”wcrld;Viewsron'othex issues as well. ,Whileithe thrée female
ccharacteis challenge patriarchy as a whblé, they differ in‘
their positions toward national politics. . Mary Garth sides
with the more conservative elements in the text:rhef father
workscon'the:iéhd, and is the kcéper of cld vglues and
tréditional mocélity. Rosamondjvincy, whcse féther is both
a politician andrmanufacturer, also ﬁolds up conservative
values, but hers are different from Mary's: Rosamond's
position is based on the description of life offered by
romance novels, and consequently she does not concern
herself with questions of national politics. Dorothea, on
the other hand, seeks to reform whatever she can: her

desires are guided by her need to do good. The differing



‘positions of the three toward national politics and their

various class backgrounds make all the more effective their
challenges to patriarchy: despite their positions, and the
effects those positions have on their languages and senses
of self, their voices are marked by gender, and by a desire

to break down the systems that oppress them.

ThQV“PrEIude" of Middlemarch begins to address
gquestions of women and self-hood with its discussion of
SaintrTheresa; Her "péssionate, idéalrnature dehanded an
epic life," and thle at first denied this by "domestic
‘reality in the shape of uncles," she went on to find her
"epos"r(ésf. Whét Saint Theresa had, énd "later-born
~Theresas" lack is a "coherent social faith and order which
éoulﬁ pérﬁormifhe function of knowledge for the ardehtly
willing soul" (25). 1In other words, Saint Theresa's actions
resonate against a recognizable background:‘she knows who
she is inrrelation’to those around‘her, '"Latexfborn
TherésééJ have nothing that "performl[s] the function of
knleedgeﬁ for them: the'narrator'articulates both the néed
for self-knowledge and its link to a character's perception
ofr"reality."

At the same time, the narrator suggests that the
"ardently willing soul" may have to substitute something
that merely acts as though it were knowledge, rather than
being knowledge itself. The question, then, becomes

epistemological: it concerns how women know, what they know,
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and to what use that knowledge is put. Looked at from the
outside, the guestion is also how we know women. The
narrator indicates that "the sameness of women's coiffure
and the favourite love-stories in prose and verse" ars
inadeguate measures of "knowledge" about women--these
measures merely perform the "function of knowiodge™ (26).
wﬁhen's coiffure and favourite love-stories consﬁraiﬂ rather
tﬁanxenrich: they limit perceptians of and responses to
women, so that any who overstep the boundaries of the
rconfining definitions are suspeét;r As the narrator puts it,
"{sanel people did what their neighbours did, so that if any
lunatics were at large, one might know and avoid them" (31).
VWithin;this oppressive sygtém, cdiffures'andflovewgtories
;cdme to serve as "reality."

In effect, coiffures and love-stories offer a "script"
by which women are judged. Instead of looking at women's
pa;tiqqlarizedVexperienge as a way of knowing them, the
scripts come to réplace the necessity of experiendéf
Alexander Welsh points out George Eliot's intereét in the
relationship of knowledge and experience, and he suggests
that she believes, with George Henry Lewes, that "[no]

amount of knowledge in general suffices to replace

ular experience" (Lewes, emphasis his, guoted in Welsh
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access to experience they need to replace general knowledge

{coiffures and love-stories). "Authoritative" definitions



28

&

erve instead of experience. 8o, the narrator guestions the
adequacy of the definitions of women: she notes that "the
limits of variation are really much wider than any one would
- imagine . . ." (26). Thus she underscores the importance of
experiencé: she indicates that, in order to know women, one
must recqgnize particular expexience. |
Méry, Rosamond and Dorothea afe the primary characters

through whom the narrator explores definitions of women.
Cont:asts abound;fbut so do similarities. Like Saint
Theresa, theyrare all beset by "domestic reality"™ in the
shépes of both uncles and other assorted males, yet their
ways of dealing with those around theﬁ differ enormously.
VThé né##apqrreétéblishea their cpntexfé ca;efuily, and pays
gldée'attenﬁidh to how they use andzihtérpret language.
Takiﬁq each in turn, I will explore the differences and
similarities in their ideological positions, énd show how
they challenge'pétriarchal control through language.

| I begin with Mary Garthrfor'a ﬁumber‘of réaSons. She
receives much less critical attenfionrthan ﬁosamond or
quothéa, and critics tend to understate her importance.”
‘Howevet, her plot,’as one of the "Three Love Problems,"
comments significantly on the stories of the other two.
Despite the fact that Mary does not receive the same amount
O0f attention in the text as Dorothea and Rosamond do, her
lové stoiy progresses alongside the others, and

significsntly, hers is the last to be resolved: the final
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numbered chapter deals with her engagement to Fred, and in
fhe "Finale," the reader learns that she and Fred "achieved
a'solid mutual happiness"--the only one of the three couples
- to receive that end (890). 8o, even if she has less textual
rspace, the placing of her story is important, as is the
comment on her life in the "Finale."

: On the:surface, Mary and Rosamond have simi1ar
backgrounds: they are cousins, and they have the same
education (though, as an articled pupil, Mary presumably did
without the extias "such as the getting in and out of a
carriage" offered by Mrs. Lemon's school) (123)‘ ,But Mary
has "the aspect of an ordinary sinner" to Rosamond's
"éngelic"gfairnéés, andrMary hés ﬁnot attaiﬁedfthat perfect
gdod sense and good prinéiple which are ﬁsuéllyrrecommendad
torﬁhe less fortunate girl . . ." (140). While shrewd, Mary
has "a streak of gatiric bitterness éontinuaily renew@d aﬁd
never carried utterly out of sight",(140).,,Her,"reigning
virtue" is honeéty; and "she reither tried to create |
illusions, nor indulged in them for her own beho@f Co
(140). The narrator's description of Mary is largely
' positive,‘but Mary's bitter streak qualifies the portrait,
even thoﬁgh the narrator explains its crigins.

The narrator describes Mary as "plain" and accountg for
the bitter streak in that way:

’PIainness has its peculiar temptations and vices

guite as much as beauty; it is apt either to feign

‘amiability, or, not feigning it, to show all the
repulsiveness of discontent: at any rate, to be
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called anm ugly thing in contrast with that lovely

creature your companion, is apt to produce some

effect beyond a sense of fine veracity and fitness

in the phrase (140).
The narrator explains part of the construction of Mary's
sense of self: Mary is (necessarily)} affected by how others
name her. The 1anguage in this passage is telling:
“plaipness,"rﬁrephlsivehess," "ugiyithing"—~this kind of
naming is, as the narrator says, likely to have an effect on
‘the oﬁe thus named. The controlling definitiohs,of beauty
ana‘plainness éré part of Mary's sense of self: she names
rrhefself in te:ms not her own, and interprets those around
her through the same terms. Mary ié an "ugly thing”" only in
“contrast; but because she is never out of the social
'contéxt, With:éil its definitions, shezcann¢t escape these
names . |

Mary responds to those around her--her audience~f
1arge1y in kind, as‘she says hetsélf: "y am not magnanimous
enough to like beople who speak to me'without seeming tc see
me" (141). Thus, when Mfs. Waule spéaks of Mary in the
~Ehird persen in front of her, Mary contradicts her
ihmédiately (significantly, these are the first words she
speéks in the novel): "No . . . I dislike hearing scandal
too much to wish to repeat it" (133). The first time the
gea@ez‘héars,ua:y, she begins with a negative, then asserts
herself -(her "I") in firm opposition to her interlocutor.

It ;s,alSo,signifiCant that Mary refuses Mrs. Waule's
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“permission” to repeat the "scandal" about Fred Vincy: Mary
will not participate in the kind of social control that Mrs,

Waule'!s tales represent. Mary's first speech subverts an

@]

attempt to control Fred (and Mary) tﬁrough language; when
she reijects both Mrs. Waule's aunthority arnd hexr permission,
Mary places herself against a socially sanctioned means of
kééping'péopie in their places.®

~Mary seeks power, Jjust as éosamoﬁd does over Lydgate,
and she finds that power--and her identity--in aéﬁtru}]iﬁq
the unsteady Fred. Havinq little will of his own, Fred
wéuld—not have‘xefused his father's demand that he enter the.
clerqgy, but foxr Mary's emotional blackmail. Mary's
prppensity for this kind of manipﬁlatiﬁnréhﬁwg one of hey
 sihiiaritieS'£c Rosamond, who maﬁipulatﬁs Lydgate to turther

her own ends. Mary's "goodness" i

n

compromised because she

and Rosamond need to use the same kinds of manipulalion bo
~achieve their own goals.

In terms of the novel, tdis,is less @ criticism of Mary
than it is a comment on the kihd'of society that forces

women to asserf theii senses of self through others--and
that makes marriage a woman's only vocation. Mary is the
sole wage~earﬁer of the three main women: she earns her keep
‘as ‘a housekeeper/nurse for Featherstone, and after his
“death, looks for anséhez teaching situation. But Mary draws
clear distinctions between how she makes money and her

vocation--her job is one thing, but her vocation iz to



improve Fred, and to instill in him a sense of integrity and

an appropriate vorcation. In other words, she lives
v!cwziomﬁly; her selfhood is defined in making a success of
Fred.® Gilbert and Gubar comment on Mary's influence on
Fred as follows: "[hy! shaping Fred's 1life and values, in

ct she demonstrates the elevating effect of a woman's
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nds us of the deceit practiced by

-

influence, even as she remi
the woman who functions as a power behind the scenes'" (513).
The sense of deceit is also heard in the kind of

doubleness of Mary's language, especially when she speaks

iy)

with Fred. Mary responds to what Fred says to her, as
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;ngamﬁnd iﬁ;al va careful to do with Lydgate, but where
rﬂgsémgndfﬁ language esmphasizes form over conﬁent, Mary
1&ﬁ;ak37with a doubleness where centent belies the polite
form, and allows her both to state clearly her position and
to manlga]atP‘FrﬂR When Fred comes to her to confess that

he put the Garths in financial trouble, Mary responds as
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own. Moreover, the speech is infused with a sense of



33
maternal disappointment, with the tone of a mother berating
a wayward child aleng the lines of "this hurts me more than

t hurts you." Thus we hear both Mary's parents in this

(W8

speech, but with an "accent" that is Mary's own--her
bitterness and anger show in her rather strong choice of
words ("idle frivolous creature," "contemptible," “fit for
nothing"). At the same time, Mary qualifies her
condemnation with her conditional "you might be worth a
great deal." This phrase works as manipulation, and what I
earlier called "emotional blackmail.® It implies that Mary
might marry Fred if he fulfils her expectations, which is to
say, become more like her father.

Mary's speech places her ideologically: she shares the
cbnservatism of her parents with an accent of anger and
bitterness that they lack. The novel places Mary in the
"pastoral plot,"™ to use Kucich's term, which further
camplicates her position (Kucich 58). Kucich implies with
"péstoral" that the novel shows a cerlain nostalgia for the
simpler lives of the Garth clan, but at the same time the
text recognizes that this past is no longer viable: theixr

censervatism no longer ffices in a country where reform

Gl
o

looms so large. Mcreover, the novel places a great deal of
emphasis on money and financial concerns, and Caleb Garth is
an inept money manager--the family is recovering from his

bankruptcy.
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Mary speaks her father's language, but since his
position is no longer viable, and since Mary's gender does
not "fit" this language, Mary's position is problematic.
Her gender precludes succeeding her father in "business"
(and note that none of his sons plan to take up "business"),
50 she translates his vocation 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 her father, and with self-definition comes the
ability to assert herself.

As I mentioned earlier, Mary positions herself in
VOpposition to others, as with her contradiction of Mrs.
Waule. With Fred, before he is "saved," Mary also asserts
her own view of the world, contradicting Fred's, as when he
‘suggests thaf 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 girl's 1life, 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

trom 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 "the

ways ot the‘world" (166). She places Fred with "the world"
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in this speech, and criticizes the limitations of the way
the world interprets young women. Interestingly, she
exempts herself (or feels she should be exempt) on the
basis, presumably, of her position and her looks: having no
"ground®" for vanity puts her in a marginal position, and she
views the world as one very much outside its ways. She is,
in other words, a critical reader, and refuses Fred until he
too moves outside his world, by becoming what the world
might call "downwardly mobile."

Mary's vocice from the margins establishes a political
relation to her interlocutors. While her project is to
"improve" Fred, as in the speech above, on the level between
the reader and the narrator, Mary's rejection of the "ways
of the world" exposes and proscribes the conventional
interpretations of young women. The "world" assumes that
any relationship between unmarried men and women signifies
courtship; the "world" does not have anbthervway of reading
suchiinteraction. Mary chailehges the limits on such narrow
readihgs; Her voice interacts dialogically‘with the
"world," through Fred, and she interprets the "world" in a
way that asks it to change. And again, while her
interpretation is local (she wants to change Fred), the
implications of her interpretation are much wider: the
language that defines and confines women needs to be

changed.
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Mary's critigue of the ways of the world extends to her
reading of texts: she reads voraciously and cites novels as
her "experience'" further in the conversation from which her
speech above is taken. Fred speculates that "[it] is always
some new fellow who strikes a girl," and Mary responds as

follows:

"I must go back on my experience. There is Juliet
-~-she seems an example of what you say. But then
Ophelia had probably known Hamlet a long while;
and Brenda Troil--she had known Mordaunt Merton
ever since they were .children; but then he seems
to 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 Maclvor;
‘but-then she did not fall in -love with him. And
there are 0Olivia and Sophia Primrose, and Corinne
-~-they may be said to have fallen in love with new
men. Altogether, my experience is rather mixed

(167).
Jeﬁhife: Uglbw points out that Fred's suggestion is trite,
agdrthat Mary "makes fun of people who také their analyses
of sexualrbehaviour from literature and, moreover, only from
one kind of plot . . ."™ (207-8). Mary attacks quite
'difeétly'thosé‘who "know" women through "favourite love-
stories in prose and verse." 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 complicated 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
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Erom her parents, sc she constructs her relationship with
Fred along those lines.

Mary's union with Fred results in her gaining as much
power and as much ability to assert herself as is possible
in the novel. As Jeannie Thomas puts it, Mary

chooses the match where her power is most direct.

She mothers Fred; and he loves it, while in the

Farebrother household she would Join three other

women, already established, to whose traditional

power structure she would have to adapt (62).

Mary achieves her "solid mutual happiness" with the now-
Steady Fred. - But her story, with itsktraditional happy
ending, raises a number of guestions about women's ways of
being.

In the first place, although Mary is quick thinking and
' inté11igeht,‘she does not aspire beydnd what she sees as
reasonable expectations. Her expectations become limited by
her languagé: she cannot imagine what‘more she can be or do.
She bears fhree boys, two of whom look like Vincys while the
bthérrﬁfeatures the Garths," as Mis; Vincy puts it (891).
Hér legacy thus runs through men, ahd these particular men
represent families whose way of life is either disappearing
(Garths) or who cannot quite succeed (his position as mayor
notwithstanding, Mr. Vincy is not successful as a
| manufacturer). Despite her (still limited) power, Mary's
happiness does not ultimately signify. She issues no female

copies, only a book called Stories of Great Men, taken from

Plutarch from which her boys can learn about "great men."
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She 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 success.

In Middlemarchers' terms, Rosamond Vincy, unlike Mary,
is in all respects an attractive young weoman, and ideal
matrimonial material. The first the reader hears of her,
frém Mr.VChichely on the occasion o£ a -dinner-party in
honouf of Casaubon and Dorothea's 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. TIf I were a marrying man I should choose
Miss Vincy before either of them" (115). Subsequently, and
5ef6re therreadef'aCtdally "meetsg Rosamoﬁd, thé narrator
Sayé that'Lydgate thought she posséésed "true melodic charm"
éndrthat she was the "flower of Mrs. Lemon's school" (121;
123). "Thus prepared by the narrator to meet a character
~acclaimed for "mental acquisition and propriety of speech,"
the réader finds Rosamond éorrecting her mother's word
choice and quarfeiling with her brother (123).

The narrator first shows the reader Rosamond among her
family: far from being either "melodic" or like a "flower,"
éhe wérks at making her family conform to her own image of
what they should be. Critics often take this kind of
beshaviour as evidence of Rosamond's ego, but in fact "“ego®
is the wrong term.*® She imporis her sense of self and of

others from her reading, so her "ego" is not really hers.
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What she does have 1s a very strong will: she is determined
to model her 1life after her bocks. Rosamond, like Mary,
wants the power to control her world and her place in it.
And like Mary, Rosamond manipulates those around her in
order to achleve it.

Rosamond interprets and respohds to her society in
£erms of the pleot she has copied from the "love-stories."
The narrator tells the reader that Rosamond "had woven a
little fﬁture" for herself, for whichr“a Stranger WAaSs
absolutely necessary" (145). Rosamond's "social romance"
adapts,after Lydgate arrives in Middlemarch so that "of
late, indeed, the construction seemed -to demand that [the
stranger] should somehow be related to a baronet" (145).
‘Anything that does not fit with hef romance, she ignores or
alters. Her courtship with Lydgate proceeds (she thinks) as
she has planned it: she "had registered every look and word,
and,estimated them as the opening incidents of a
'precbnceived romance~win¢idents which gatﬁer value from the
'fo£eseen development and climax" (195)‘ She "reads" her
'relationship to Lydgate in the context of her "preconceived
romance,"” and fills in the bits Lydgate leaves out, just as
Dorothea does with Casaubon. The narrator states that

ng their courtship, Dorothea's "faith supplied all that

=y

dur
Mr. Casaubon's words seemed to leave unsaid: what believer
sees a disturbing omission or infelicity?" (73-4).

Similarly, Rosamond's foundation for her romance had the
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"usual airy slightness" of the "few imaginative weeks called
courtship" (146; 227).

As a "believer" in "social romance," Rosamond attempts
to order her waorld to the terms of romance; it is the
rlanguage through which she Knows herself and those around
her. In Bakhtin's vocabulary, it is her internally
persuasive language: as Bakhtin says, "it organizes masses
ofﬁ[her] words from within « « % (345%). 8She takes the
rlanquage from her reading and then,aaopts more of it as it
comes her way,; thus when Captain Lydgate visits, she finds
“his "good accent" pleasing, and his "stupidity"
notwithstanding, "caught many of its phrases" (629).

Like Mary, Rosamond is a reader, but unlike Mary,
réosamond,cannot'read critically.  Rosamond finds time to
,iead "the best novels, and even the second best, and she
knew much poetry by heart" (196). She relishes the works of
Lady Blessington and L.E.L., "but she [does] not readily
commit herselfrby admiration" of thém in front of Lydgate
(304). 1In other words, Rosamond privately absorbs the
"favourite love-stories in prose and verse" that the
narrator refers to in the "Prelude." Her uncritical
assimilation of the narratives they offer resonates against
Mary's much more critical approach: where Mary ridicules
those who take the narratives as experience, Rosamond spends
her time trying to reify those same narratives. The

language she takes from them does not fit her experience,
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but in the absence of'access to experience through which she
can learn another way of being, Rosamond attempts to form
her world according to the terms of romance.

Rosamcnd defines herself as a romantic heroine, and the
narrator tells us, acts the part perfectly: "She was by
nature an actress of parts that entered into her physigue:
she even acted her own character, and so well that she did
not know it to be precisely her oWn" (144). And later, when
,VRosamond'respondB to Mrs. Bulstrode's guestions about
Lydgate, Rosamond has "a great sense of being a romantic
heroine, and playing the part préttily" (331). Along with
all the other Middlemarchers, Rosamog@ décéives hérse]f |
about her character, to the point where she becomes~«¢ven
for herself--an image, a form without content, except as
~much as her beholders (including herself) want to see.

With romance "performing the function of knowledge" for
rher, Rosamond begins to use language as simple form, rather
'théh content; sirnce the cortent doeé hot match her
ekperiehce, she concerns herself With appropriate phrases.
As things get worse in Rosamond's married life, she comes to
rely almost entirely on form. When Rosamond thwarts
Lydgate's plan to move to a cheaper house, she responds to
his anger by becoming "all the more calmly correct, in the
conviction that she was not the person to misbehave,
whatever others might do" (709). Earlier, when Lydgate asks

for her help in dealing with the debts, she responds with
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utter *propriety of speech" and complete lack of content, as
the narrator tells the reader:

"What can I do, Tertius?" said Rosamond, turning

her eyes on him again. That little speech of four

words, like 50 many others in all languages, is

capable by varied vocal inflexions of expressing

all states of mind from helpless dimness to

erxhaustive arqumentative pesrception, from the

completest self-devoting fellowship to the most

neutral aloofness. PRosamond's thin utterance

threw into the words "What can I do!" as much

neutrality as they could hold (640).
The narrator's extensive commentary on the potential of
"that little speech" emphasizes all the more strongly
Rosamond's lack of involvement in the world outside her
romance. That "little speeches" like this exist "in all
languages"™ (in Mary's and Dorothea's languages, along with
oﬁhér national languages), and that the speeches'depend on
quality of voice--on vocal inflexion--suggest the importance
of the relationship that an utterance implies. Rosamond's
"thin utterance" negates her relationship with Lydgate: she
accepts no responsibility for their situation. The narrator
underscores Rosamond's rejection of Lydgate by using a
pafadokical verb: "Rosamond's thin utterance threw into the
words . . . as much neutrality as they could hold." The
contrast between the violence of the verb and the word
"neutrality" makes Rosamond's speech all the more harsh.
Moreover, Peter Garret points out that Lydgate expects

Rosamond to respond as though she were Dorothea, whose

"1advise me--think what I can do . . .'" seems to Lydgate



the "voice of deep~souled womanhood" (8638). Dorathea's
concern for Casaubon makes Rosamond's "chilling inversion®
0of the speech horrifying for Lydgate--and for the reader
{Garrett 149).
| Since Rosamond defines herself and her world in such
particular terms (and flexibility is notrher strong point),
ﬁhe loses her sense of herself when her romance collapses.
Her subjectivity is so tied to the‘lahguaqe of romance that
she has no way to relate to things that happen outside her
scripts. Rosamond "had been little used to imagining other
people's states of mind except as a material cut into shape
by her‘own wishesr. . .," so when Will Ladislaw upbraids her
éé violently, she is startled into the realization of
'éndther‘s consciousness~-one that is emphatically an
oufsider to her plot (834). When it becomes patently
obvious that Will is not the "captive" admirer she had
written him as, she finds herself Ualmost 1osing the sense
of her identity, and . . . waking into some new terrible
éxisténce" (475; 836). " Will forces her out of her language,
and she is lost: "her little world was in ruins, and she
felt herself tottering in the midst as a lonely bewildered
consciousness" (837). Her identity jecpardized, she can
only restore it by "saving" Dorothea.

Rosamond explains the scene Dorothea witnessed in terms
that are new to Rosamond. The language of romance has taken

a severe biow, and Rosam 1d finds herself under the
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influence of Dorothea's powerful sympathy, rather than the

animosity Rosamond expected. Rosamond finds herself adrift:
Rosamond, 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 inveoluntarily she

put her lips to Dorothea's forehead which was very

riear her, and then for a minute the two women

clasped each cther as if they had been in a

shipwreck (856).

Nothing in Rosamond's experience prepares her for Dorothea's
kindness; in Rosamond's lexicon, important relations occur

between men and women, not between women alone. Abandoning

a langquage that does not suffice, Rosamond succumbs to

Dorothea's emotion and responds with an action that is more

:ﬁshél of Dorothea than it is of Rosamond. In a sense, this

is something of a typical
"looks back to her earlier
mirror—--she reflects what

difference, of course, is

respense for Rosamond, because it
characterization as a kind of
Dorothea wants to see. The

that the strength of Dorothea's

emotion affects Rosamond far more deeply than any she has

previously experienced.

Infused with a new (and foreign) way of seeing,

Rosamond grapples with a language appropriate to it; she

responds with vague and broken syntax.**

what is not true," she sa
you came in yesterday--it

Y

"You are thinking

| T,

i e
Litdau

"When

o

, then follows with

as thought" (856).

z

as not you

Her words avoid direct reference to Will, and her syntax

suffers under the weight of foreign emotions.

Even the use
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0f three "you's" in =ighteen words signifies 3 new language

for Rosamond, who usually speaks in "I's." Her broken

5

phrasing continues throughout her explanation to Dorothea,
and her confession comes the closest to speaking plainly
(that is, without artifice) that the reader ever sees
Rosamond attempt.™™

Once the context for this breék iﬁ Rosamond's
willfulness disappears, so does the (inciplent}) new
language. As the narrator puts it, "Poor Rosamond's vagrant
~fancy had come back terribly scourged . . .," but it does
come back, and grows back to its previous strength over time
{858). Lydgate's premature death allows Rosamond to pursue
what she considers due her: the tairy tale ending thét she
couid not achieve with Lydgate. Jennifer Ugiow points out

that in Middlemarch, as in others of George Eliot's works,

"tthe} fairy*tale ending is seen as a pernicious dream," and

thét Rosamond is "doomed" because she "absorbs the fantasy
2" (79). It is not, of course, that Rosamond is in her

own eyes doomed: she does not have the vocabulary te learn

from her momentary fall from romantic "heroinism." When she

]
2y

achieves the happiness (read Yhappily ever after”)} that

desired all along, she Y"often [speaks] of her happiness ag

'a reward'--she [doesl not say for what . . ." (B93).
Where Mary Garth sometimes openly challenges the

authority of patriarchy, Rosamond's manipulations of

patriarchy are almost more subversive because never overt.
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Instead, Rosamond takes the model patriarchy offers her in
romances and turns the model against itself. Time and time
again, Rosamond is described as an angel: she is
accomplished in all the sancticoned areas, and never

showed any unbecoming knowledge and [is] always

that combination of correct sentiments, music,

dancing, drawing, elegant note-writing, private

album for extracted verse, and perfect blond

loveliness, which made the irresistible woman for

the doomed man of that date {(301).
"This description of Rosamond signifies her subversiveness:
she is exactly what she is supposed to be. As a character,
Rosamond undermines patriarchy simply because she is a pure
example of womanhood: she has complied with everything
soclety asks . of her. While at first glance, her strength of
will might seem to be outside conventional expectations of a

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

he doggedly seeks to reify what she has

n

Qillful insofar as
been taught to think cf as her "story"--the plot inscribed
‘inirpmanéeé. She uses it so well that she turns the plot
againSt itself (and, inadvertently, against herself--her
first marriage is a disaster), but, undaunted, Rosamond re-
enacts the plot with the rich doctor.

Thus, Rosamond is as she thinks she is: beyond
reproach. That her society does not fall into line with her
expectations cannot be her concern, since she has dutifully
performed her role. She is the strongest critigue of

patriarchy because she is its purest product: she speaks its



language and is imbued with its worid view. Rosamond is
also profoundly a victim. ©Like Dorothea, Rosamond has no
medium in which to thrive, much less toc determine her own
story, so she becomes a monstrous victim of the story
written for her. And also like Dorothea, Rosamond is a "sad

sacrifice."

t
-
X

I turn to Dorxothea last because I want to invert
‘idea of using Dorothea as a centre against which other
characters are judged, and place her instead on a more
equal--or dialogic--footing with her sister heroines. But
of course it is with good reason that Dorothea appears to be
the centre of the text: the reader has more access to her
thoughts and feelings than those of the other two, and
bdrothea more overtly challenges the systems that constrain
her.

The text opens with Doreothea struggling against the
language that binds her; she feels her present knowledge
inadeguate to her aspirations. Like Mary and Rosamond,
Dorothea seeks power, but not Rosamond's ambitions for power
over others: Dorothea seeks the "truth," the power to
understand her place in the world. Her desire to learn

Latin and Greek stems from her perception that those

&8
i}

"provinces of masculine knowledge" are "a standing-ground

re truly" (88). And

=
=

from which all truth could be seen mo
while these languages are a kind of key, alone they will not

provide the knowledge she seeks. Of the three female
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characters, Dorothea is the most reflective. She tries to
understand, but her texts and her strategies for reading
them are limited. (If Mr. Brooke's library is any
reflection of his personality, Dorothea's options are
haphazard at best.™?) Dorothea is constrained by the lack
of access to any experience that could médiate the
#knowledge in general" (Lewes' term)—she gleans from hexr
reading.

But unlike Mary and Rosamond, Dorothea is aware of a
lack in her knowledge, in her language. Dorothea‘s strong
sense of the inadequacy of her language contrasts with
Rosamond's equally strong faith in the adequacy of hers, and
the contrast between the two subjectivities explores the
'ﬁlimits of variation" in definitions of women. The dialogue
between their voices, their languages, guestions the
authority of patriarchal language and its limits from almost
opposite positions on the margins.

The narrator quickly establishes that Dorothea is an
andmaly in her heighbourhood: she 1s "too unusual and
striking”" in her religion for her neighbours to be gquite at
ease (31). Dorothea has this same sense of being out of
place: she does not speak the lanquage. Her pursuit of
self-knowledge is, so to 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 0ldfield

points out, "([(thel overwhelming majority of her sentences



have as their subject the personal pronoun 'I'™ (77).
Rather than asserting an "I" who knows what it is, to
paraphrase Gilbert and Subar, Dorothea's "I" flies out in
reaction to others: the "I" comes not from a coherent sense

of self, but from a desire to learn what her "self" means

.

Bakhtin argues that "[one's] own discourse and one's
vaice, although born of another or dynamically stimulated by
another, will sconer or later begin to liberate themselves
from the authority of the other's discourse" (348). 1In
Dorothea, the reader sees this process at work. She asserts
her "I," in opposition to almost everyone but Casaubon, as a
way of testing the strength of her own discourse. She
défiﬁes heréelf and her language as "Dﬁher" torthe volces--
particularly Brooke's, Celia's, and Chettam's--around her.
What she cannot yet realize, of course, is that in aligning
‘herself with Casaubon, with "masculine knowledge," her voice
will be all but silenced.

While Rosamond accepts the story written for her,
Dorothea attempts to write a new one for herself. Her
nature is "ardent, theoretic, and intellectually consequent”
and therein lies the difficulty (51). Instead of importing
an entire plot from reading, as Rosamond does, Dorothea
imports abstractions. She aspires to "truth," "goodness,"
and "duty," but she has neither the experience nor the
education to ground such abstractions. Similarly, Rosamond

lacks the experience to ground her abstracted plots, and



while she lacks Dorothea's sense of inadequacy, Rosamond's
ardour in pursuing the romance plot almost equals Dorothea's
passion for wizdom,.

Like Rosamond, Dorothea is not a very critical reader.
Dorothea bases her interpretations on her inadegquate
lexicon, so0 she f£ills in blanks as they appear, and
misinterprets chronically. Her judgment of Casaubon, for
example, is based on the label "scholar® and on herx
preconceptions of what that label signifies. Even before he
arriVes, she feels "venerating expectation" for the man
whose "Qery name carried an ilmpressiveness hardly to be
measured” (33). Her misinterpretations continue even to
 Wi11; as Dcréthea Barrett puts it, "Dorothea's
‘misiﬁterpxetation of Ladislaw's feelings and motives,
'espe¢ially during their conversations in Rome, shows her
prdpehsity, once again, to attribute excellence where, the
narrator steadily informs us, there is only mediocrity"
(1267

Dorothea's inability to perceive mediocrity does not
change, but through her marriage to Casaubon, she learns a
language in which she might express her own view.

Dorothea's sense of disillusionment with both marriage and
Casaubon leads her to a language in which she can articulate
her sense of self more clearly, even as marriage teaches her
to suppress her newly acquired language. Where she had

earlier defined herself in opposition to Celia and company,
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she feels a "new companionship" with the miniature of Aunt
Julia, "who had known some difficulty about marriage" (308).
Dorothea does not know the full story of Aunt Julia's life,
but the little she has been able to discover leads her to a
sense of sisterly solidarity. Instead of trying to compose
a narrative for her life from an abstraction, Dorothea takes
Aunt Julia's plot, and compares it to her own experience.
Dorothea locks at the other woman's portrait "as if she were
. . . talking to a figure in front of her,” and through the
conversation between the two experienceé, Dorothea
interprets and judges her life (308). Words like
"unfortunate," "oppression," and "bitterness" enter herv
vocabulary from concrete experience (307-8).%*

Rosamond critiques patriarchy unaware, and in the case
of Casaubon's will and similar issues, zso does Dorothea.
But like Mary, Dorothea also articulates her objections Lo
the "ways of the world," as she does with her questions
about Aunt Julia's disinheritance. And where Mary
ultimately sides with conservatism (she finally settles for
local changes in the world's ways), Dorothea continues her
resistance, both consciously and unconsciously. As
Dorothea's abstractions grow more concrete, her sense of
self grows stronger. Rosamond is never able to revise her
plot, nor is Mary, but Dorothea grows, learns, and applies

her knowledge.



As I sald above, Rosamond 1s shocked into the
realization of the consciousness of others, but Dorothea
learns to recognize it much sooner. Early in her marriage,
Dorothea realizes that Casaubon "had an equivalent centre of
zelf, whence the lights and shadows must always fall with a
certain difference" (243). Dorothea's acknowledgement of
another's perspective 1s, moreover, ground in particulars,
in another concrete person with -a different point of view;
the realization is "an idea wrought back to the directness
of sense . . ." (243). Dorothea carries this knowledge
thtouqh to question conventions abeout marriage, but her
knowledge also informs the way she learns to relate to
people. ‘Early in the text, Dorothea responds to others
through simple opposition, but she later responds through
imaginative engagement, through recognizing the other's
point of view (even though she may still oppose her or him).
Thus she is able to intervene on Lydgate's behalf, and to
iﬁfuseyﬂosamond with the emotion I discussed earlier.

Dorothea's new ability comes at great cost, for only
through pain does she learn to articulate herself. With
Casaubon, she feels indignant and angry, but she does not
develop an "inward articulate voice pronouncing the once
'affable archangel' a poor creature"; rather, she responds
"with a dumb inward cry for help to bear this nightmare of a
life in which everv energy [is] arrested by dread" (317;

410). After Casaubon's death, she affirms the combination



of guilt and anger she experiences by writing her note to
Casaubon. Dorothea writes: "Do yvou not see now that 1 could
not submit my soul to vyours, by working hopelessly at what 1
have no belief in7?--Dorothea" (583). This note is one of
the few utterances Dorothea commits to paper, and in it, she
gives her refusal to the final submission of her soul--she
refuses to compromise her integrity, her self, to a dead
man. Asserting her "equivalent centre of =zelf" in writing
liberates her voice--for the moment, at any rate.

Dorothea's love for Will, and her sense of hetraval
when she sees him with Rosamond, give rise to another
cathartic and self-defining process. Dorothea had thought
that éhe and Will shared "the vibréting 50nd of muatual
speech” (844). But in fact the feeling for Will she had
"kept alive from a very little seed" is another instance of
her misreading (844). As Barrett points out, the seed image
"suggests the amount of imagination there is in her love for
Will" (136). As Rosamond does with Lydgate, Dorothea takes
the conversations she has with Will in Rome and builds a
narrative on them, and again like Rosamond, Dorothea's
narrative suddenly collapses.

Dorothea discovers her passion for Will "in the
unshrinking utterance of despair" (844). But she is also
deeply angry, and rejects Will's "cheap regard and lip-born
words" (845). Where Rosamond's world lies in ruings around

her, Dorothea revises her way of being. She awakes "with
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eves of sorrow," but instead of crippling her (as happens to
Rozamond in her analogous situation), Dorothea feels that
"her soul [has] been liberated® (845). She takes her grief
and- makes it "™a lasting companion," "a sharer in her
thoughts" (845). As Karen Chase puts it, Dorothea "grows by

making room for painful emotions™" (174, her emphasis). The

pain and her ability to assimilate--indeed, use--it,
signifies the change in her: she can now "say 'I' with some
emphasis: I want, 1 need, I must" (Ermarth "Teaching

Middlemarch" 37). And while "emphasis" is appropriate,

here, I think one could add that the assertion of "I" hag
much to do'with the "I" knowing what it is, in Gilbert and
Gnhat'ﬁ‘terms, and, finally, Dorothea knows who she is.
Dorothea once again realizes the extent to which others
‘(other "eqqivalent centres of self") are implicated in her
life; -she Sees that it was not her event only, to paraphrase
Vthe fext. With her declaraticn of "I," she recognizes the
"you's" involved--Rosamond and Lydgate (Will, too, of
course, but at this point Dorothea is no% concerned about
him). When Dorothea re-tells the event to herself, she
includes the point of view of Rosamond: "vivid sympathetic
experience [returns] to her [Dorotheal as a power: it

asserts] itself as acquired knowledge asserts itself Y

—

(B46). While it is rather ironic that Dorothea's final

realization stems from (yet another) misreading, her new
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knowledge does show the extent to which she has abandoned
the abstractions that formerly "performed the function ot
knowledge" for her, and she learns instead by naming and
using her own concrete experience.

But for Dorothea, knowing who she is does not entirely
change her sense of powerlessness. Dorothea retains the
"feeling that there was always something bstter which she
might have done, if she had only been betterrand known
better" (BS3). The narrator goes on to emphasize the degree
to which she has been sacrificed:

Many who knew her, thought it a pity that so

substantive and rare a creature should have been

absorbed into the life of another, and be only

known in a certain circle as a wife and mother.

But no one stated exactly what else that was in

her power she ought rather to have done . .

(894).

Dorothea is absorbed into Will's 1life: she supports his
career as an "ardent public man," and becomes a "sad
sacrifice" (894; 896). Lee Edwards points out that "ardent"
is Dorothea's adjective and argues that Will becomes a
version of Dorothea, as "a social reformer who finds a
vocation which can use his romantic vision . . ." (235%).
Even if Will is successful in advocating the cause that was
first Dorothea's, that does not make the reader any more
contented with her sacrifice.

Instead, and despite the narrator's report that

Dorothea is content with her lot, the text gives the reader

another version of womanhood, one that is as unsatisfactory



as Mary's and Rosamond's. Because of their lack of access
to experience, and the lack of the language that translates
experience into knowledge, the three women continue to apply
scripts that are inadequate to their lives. According to
conventional scripts--conventional language for the lives of
women-~-the three attain "happy endings," but this only
serves to point up the inadequacy of the whole story.
“Favaurjta love~stories in prose aﬁﬁ verse®™ cannot express

the lives of the these three women.

i

Dorothea's story is characterized by pain, and while
she comes to a position {(still contextual and contingent)
from which she asserts a "genuine" sense of self, the reader
iz left to wonder whether or not it was worth what it cost
hei. Rosamond continues to live her copied story, as Mary
does (copied from her parents), but Gilbert and Gubar point
out that Rosamond is caged, albeit in "one all flowers and
’gilding" (Gilbert and Gubar 516; Georqge Eliot 893). Mary is

n Stone Court (lifeless,

[

the wife of a tenant farmer

barren); Mary looks after and lives through her men.

The conversation the three portraits offer describes
and proscribes what passes for knowledge about women. The
conversation exposes the extent to which women are
constrained by the lack of access to experience, to
education, and to vocation. The three women offer three
languages for challenging would-be monologic authority, but

there is no language in the text for dismantling the system



that confines Mary, Rosamond and Dorothea. Instead, the

text nffers "variations” on languages tha! are usually

I
[t
L8]

,
S

silenced: in a strategy that Dale Bauer identifies as
feminist dialogics, George Eliot brings these languages
"back into the dialogue . . ." so that they resonate
against, and thereby question, the language of patriarchy

{Bauer 4).



CHAPTER THREE

VOICES REFLECTING: THE READER AND THE NARRATOR

Who shall tell what may be the effect of a piece
of writing?
Narrator

I began the last chapter discussing the complexities of
uttering "I" for Mary, Rosamond, and Dorothea. This chapter
extends the argument to the relationship between the reader
ahd narrator: the complexities of language and subjectivity
obtain in this relationship as much as they do among the
characters. And just as the female characters' "I's" are
determined in no small measure by gender, in tﬁe
relétiénship between reader and narrator gender is central.

The questions about patriarchal language that the
rnarrator raises in the plots and characters remain the tepic

of conversation between the reader and narrator. In

 Midd1emarch, the act of reading engages the reader in a
,diéloque,with the narrator, and through her*®, with the
characters. For a feminist reader, the act of reading 1is
political: as Patrocinio Schweickart puts it, "[thel point
is not merely to interpret literature in various ways; the

point is to change the world" (39, emphasis hers). The

conversation with the narrator puts the reader's world view,

her politics, into play with those of the narrator, so that
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crucial component of the prolect of interpreting the world
in order to change 1t" (Schweickart 39). Much of George
Eliot's strategy in her three hercines revolves around
"interpreting the world in order to change it"; this
strategy is egually as pronounced between a feminist reader
and the narrator.

Since the construction of femalé subjectivity is so
central to the plots and characters, it follows that a
feminist, if not just female, reader will find herself
scrutinizing, as the narrator does, her own (that is, the
reader's own) poesition as a speaking subject. As the reader
‘hears characters coming to consciousness of the positions of
their voices, the reader reflects on her own voice: she
measures it against the voices of the characters and the
narrator., In other words, she emulates the process of the
réﬁaracters (especially Dorothea) by hearing her own voice
resonating (thus becoming more clear) against the backdrop
of all the other languages and voices in the novel. As
Bakhtin reminds us, "lal] language is revealed in all its
distinctiveness only when it is brought into relationship
with other languages . . .", which is as true for the reader
as it is for the characters (411). 0Out of the relationship
between reader and narrator, the reader is brought to

reflect on her own voice--the reader's voice, in eff:

i

ot,

{

becomes part of the novel's project.
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The novel pre. nts several versiens of conversation

ator. The plots themselves converse:

e+
~

between reader and nar
the structure of the novel focuses the reader's attention on
the importance of seeing "relationally," as the plots
signify in and through relation to one another. This
conversation between plots is an oblique approach to the
issues tne narrator raises when she discusses point of view,
and its relationship to self and other. Through her
discussion, she undermines her own anthciity and es;tablishes
a mutual relationship with the reader. From this position
-of mutu.:lity, the narrator offers her own commentary on the

individuzl characters, and she invites the reader to

hem with her.

o

interpret and “udau
These conversations form a discourse not available to
the characters themselves. The reader and narrator have a
global perspective on 1issues that the characters can only
see locally. Where, for example, Dorothea holds a
conversation about her experience with a portrait of a dead
woman, the reader and narrator participate in many
conversations. The limited opportunities for conversation
among the characters mean that they can only catch glimpses
of what constrains them, and while they recognize
discontent, they have no means of formulating what might be

adequate to their lives. 1In experiencing all of them, the

reader and narrator have an enriched and positive view of
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the characters' potential, where the characters themselves
remain limited in their grasps of other "centres of self."
The reader comes to recognize other "“"centres of self? first
through the conversations between the plots.

ents

7]
9!

As 1 suggest 1n Chapter Two, the novel pr
different versions of the same basic plot: the courtships
and marriages of three women. And while the three
characters live the suspect "happily ever after" closure,
none of them finds a world view, a language, that fits the
narrator's notion of what they might be under a system less
defining and constraining than patriarchy. The narrator is
careful to point out the way the women approach marriage:
for Dorothea, the "really delightful marriage must be that
where your husband was a sort of father," where Mary seeks
(paradoxically) both a son in Fred and a version of her
father (32). Dorothea's error in seeing her prospective
husband as a father is qualified by Mary's choice of Fred as
father/son: Dorothea envisions herself without authority,
but Mary sees herself as both (relatively) powerful and
powerless, as both mother and daughter. The accented
language of Mary's father's conservatism, anachronistic even
as she speaks it, also contributes to the limitations of her
view of marriage. Like Rosamond's, Mary's power can only
come through manipulation, and Mary's potential is thus
compromised by the necessity of constructing herself by

constructing Fred.
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Mary and Rosamond approach marriage with a desire for
power over their husbands: the models they have access to
suggest power over another as the appropriate conjugal
relationship. Dorothea seeks to renounce her self in favour
of her hushands' selves (she offers the sacrifice to
Casaubon and to Will). 2Again, this model is the only one
available to Dorothea; she bases this one on a revised
version of Milton's daughters. The narrator emphasizes
again and again the costs, both of the desire for power
(primarily through Rosamond) and of self-renunciation
(through Dorothea)--the two poles gqualify each other.

While Dorothea and Mary choose husbands of whom their
society disapproves, Rosamond, on the other hand, chooses an
"appropriate" mate: Lydgate is more or less of her standing,
and the match receives general approbation. But socliety's
version of "appropriateness" proves empty, as both
Dorothea's and Rosamond's marriages become more and more
damaging to them. The reader cannot rely on conventional
notions of "correct" marriages--any more than the characters
can—-the terms do not signify in this text.

Mary does not adapt her language: the reader meets her
with her sense of self positioned in such a way as to attain
her desires. But Rosamond and Dorothea undergo severe
challenges to their languages, and they suffer more or less
simultaneously. While Rosamond restores the only script

available to her, Dorothea revises hers to include other



points of view. However, Dorothea's revisions do not
signify: the middle road Mary settles for leads her to more
contentment than Dorothea achieves.™® 1If the three had more
access to each other, and to experience, their scripts might
have altered, but only the reader, in her dialogue with the
narrator, w—an see the kinds of gqualifications the text
places on the lives of the three women: despite the
differences among them, in all aspects {(language, class
background, family, husband), none of the three finds a way
ount of patriarchal scripts.

As 1 suggest in Chapter Two, the text implicitly asks
how the limitations patriarchy places on women's lives oan
be changed: the text asks the reader to reflect on the
possibility of circumstances in which a woman can articulate
her self and be articulated in a less constraining way. The
narrator uses point of view both to illustrate these
questions and to suggest an approach toward answering them.
Moving through the three female characters, the narrator
reflects to a lesser or greater degree the point of view of
the character at hand. The shifting perspective indicates
that a single point of view is inadequate to the topic: the
concept of a key to all women is just as empty as a key to
all nmythologies. Rather than beginning with an abstract
definition of women ("the sameness of women's coiffure and
the favourite love-stories in prose and verse," for

example), the narrator chooses to move through concrete



examples of women, and she proceeds by emphasizing the
importance of each character's view of the world.

The shifting point of view and the separate plots on
the same themes become a means of questioning the "limits of
variation." Peter Garrett suggests that

structure in Middlemarch is defined as a set of
relations between minds and [that] the need to
represent a multiplicity of minds multiplies both
perspectives and lines of development. Each
character becomes, in principle, 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
points of view, the shifting focus also stresses
the limitations and distortions each produces
(137).

- The narrator becomes "an embracing consciousness"™ with the
ability to move from character to character, thus
acknowledging the "equivalent centre of self" in all
‘characters {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 points out in the last sentence of the passage
quoted above, each point of view limits and distorts. And
like 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.*”

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




romantic novel, and thus misconstrues what happens around
her. While it is simple to point out the ways in which the
characters are limited, it is more difficult to articulate
the limitations of the narrator. However, she herself
refers to the difficulty of interpreting, and thus to her
own limitations. This serves to undermine the autherity of
her discourse: she places herself on the more eqgual footing
of being limited, Jjust like the reader.™®

The narrator makes clear the relationship between
subjectivity and point of view in the most famous "point of

view" passage in Middlemarch: the parable of the pier-glass.

Your pier-glass or extensive surface of polished
steel made to be rubbed by a housemaid, will be
minutely and multitudinously scratched in all
directions; but place now against it a lighted
candle as a centre of illumination, and lo! the
scratches will seem to arrange themselves in a
fine series of concentric circles round that
little sun. It is demonstrable that the scratches
are going everywhere impartially, and it is only
your candle which produces the flattering illustion
of a ceoncentric arrangement, its light falling
with an exclusive optical selection (297).

The narrator goes on to apply the "parable" to "the eqgoism
of any person now absent" (297). A number of critics
suggest that this image reflects on the narrator, as well as
on Rosamond and the other characters.® Aand as D.A. Miller
points out, to say "present company excepted” is to
implicate the present company in the generalization. Thus,
Miller asks, "who is more present at the moment than the

narrator himself? And what is he doing other than centering
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the novel? And what else does he center it on but an
insight that undermines the validity of centers?" (157). 1If
egoism is the "centre" for each point of view, both the
reader and narrator must keep in mind the arbitrary nature
of seeing, of making sense of what 1is seen. But Ermarth
notes that while the parable "suggests the limits of egoism

at the same time, [it] suggests the crucial importance
of ego, without which there is no focus or pattern®”

("Teaching Middlemarch" 37). Distorting though they may be,

without point of view and ego, neithex the narrator nor the
reader~--not to mention the characters--can make sense ot
what they see.

The narrator points out a fundamental similarity
hetween herself and the readexr: we are both necessarily
limited by our egos. But the necessary limitation creates a
paradox: while our egos limit, they also protect.

If we had a keen vision and feeling of all

ordinary human life, it would be like hearing the

grass drow 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 (226).

Without the "wadding" of stupidity, "we should die": if we
had access to everything, we could make sense of nothing.
But at the same time, the narrator arques the importance of
seeing beyond our own "stupidity." As we recognize our

necessary limits, paradoxically, we are asked to move beyond

them.



&7
In pointing out the similarity of our liwmiting egos,
the narrator also implicitly raises the equally basic

difference hetween self and other. As soon as the narrator

points out that one's self, one's ego, limits what 1s seen,
she also implies that each sees differently, thus including
self and other in both seeing l1imits and seeing beyond them.
Michael Holguist points out that in Bakhtin's thought,
"consciousness of self is possible only if it is experienced
by contrast™ ("The Irrepressible I" 34, emphasis his). The
pronoun "I" acknowledges the difference between the speaker
and the listener (in this case the reader), between self and
other, and consciousness of the relationship between self
and other pervades the narrative. Ermarth states that
"[thel difference between self and other is whal defines
both; they exist in mutual reciprocity. . . . [Therel can be
no sympathy and no clear personal integrity either, withoutb
clear perception of fundamental differences" (Realiswm_and
Consensus 232). Ermarth also notes that "[thel principle of
separation is thus the first principle of connectedness”
(231). The limits of egos also indicsate how those limibts
can be reconceived: once the reader recognizes the limits,
she takes the first step toward imaginative engagement with
the other, by imagining the "equivalent centre of self" of
the other. As the narrator states in the "Finale," "levery|

limit is a beginning as well as an ending" (890).
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While the narrator does not imply that houndaries
between egos can (or should) be entirely overcome, she urges
her reader to recognize and attend to limitations. But the
fact that the limits are also beginnings creates a shifting
boundary between self and other. Rather than preserving a
static, authoritative "boxder," each acknowledgement of the
other's self re-negotiates where one ends and the other
begins. Sense of self is in process, and is positioned and
re~positioned.

In the midst of these shifting boundaries, the narrator
cannot control how the reader responds to the narratives,
since the reader's "I" is as egotistical as the narrator's.
As Irsuggest above, in acknowledging her own candle in the
pier-glass, the narrator also recognizes the presence of the
reader's candle. And for the reader, the primary "other" is
the narrator herself. The first exchange between self and
other takes place between reader and narrator: both are on
the same slippery ground, with the same constraints on
points of view, and the same limitations on authority. I
have access only to my reading of the narrator; she,
similarly, can address only her version of the reader.

But while this ground is slippery, it is not so
treacherous as to defeat the reader (or the narrator)
entirely. The knowledge that the narrator 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 recognizes the narrator as her octher, the reader
also sees the "eguivalent centre of self" in the narrator.
As Stwertka puts it, "{thel] 'I' of the narrator functions as
our ‘you,' the reader's opposite and mirror image, both
speaker and listener; thus each self is seen also as an
other, each other as a self" (18¢6),.

In effect, when the narrator points out the dangers of
the ego/candle, she gives the reader the tools to counteract
it, if only by being aware of it. The play of reflections
between self and other in the pier~glass allows both reader
and narrator to acknowledge and negotiate boundaries between
them. As Holquist points out, each utterance has as its
primary element the relationship between speaker and
audience: each implicit "I" from the narrator reflects the
"yvou" of her audience, which acknowledges the "I" in the
"you,"--it is a series of reflections that recognizes
difference and similarity at the same time (Dialogism 38}.
Thus the reader, even more than the characters (who do not
have access to the narrator's wisdom), can allow for the
distortion her own ego creates, and she can strive to
maintain a sense of her other's (the narrator's) self.

tance of "equivalent

At

In showing the reader the impo
centres" of others, the narrator indicates the kind of
readers she proposes her characters should hecome. Her

model of reading is based on mutuality--on exchange, and on



conversation. Elizabeth A. Flynn offers a similar idea as a
teminist model of reading:

self and other, reader and text, interact in such

a way that the reader learns from the experience

without losing critical distance; reader and text

interact with a degree of mutuality. . . . Self

and other remain distinct and so create a kind of

dialogue (268).

Dorothea is the only character who recognizes the
"equivalent centre" in another (in Casaubon), but the
reader, learning both from the narrator and from the
characters' misreadings, can establish a mutual relationship
with the narrater. The mutuality makes the conversation: it
establishes gossip's pattern of narrative, interpretation,
-and Jjudgment {(Spacks 13).

The decentred structure of the novel and the narrator's
articulation of her own limits both serve to establish
mutuality between narrator and reader, and the narrator
frequently reinforces the idea of self and other through
even something as simple as her choice of pronouns. She
uses tags like "For my part I am very sorry for him
[Casaubonl]" in order to give the reader room to measure the
reader's own sense of the character. Every time the
narrator says "I," she implies the reader's "you" in a way
that encourages the reader to evaluate and formulate her own
voice, her own position on the issue at hand.

The narrator includes models of readers as another

methed of encouraging the rcader's awareness cof self and
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cther. Mary, Rosamond, and Dorothea are such models,
certainly, but the narrator also writes in several versions
of readers. Wolfgang Iser uses the term "implied reader® to
designate "a textual structure anticipating the presence of
a recipient without necessarily defining him . . " (34),.
The implied reader exists in the text, and is distinct from
the actual reader, who may be {(quite often is) very

different. The narrator of Middlemarch is aware of this

distinction between readers and makes use of it. She writes
in an implied readexr who i3 easily cowed and rather
helpless; Cicely Palser Havely, for example, reads a passage
about Will as follows:

The Will the author insists on . . . seems more

than 'strange'; but the reader who doubts the

'fact' must be prepared to be labelled ordinary

and vulgar, and has probably already meekly

submitted to the coercive ‘'we' and accepted that

he or she is 'well-wadded with stupidity' (314,

emphasis hers).
I am not concerned here with the particulars about Will, but
rather with Havely's image of the reader, who iz "meek," can
be "coerced" by a preonoun, and dares not dispute the
"author's" presentation of the facts. And while I do not
dispute the presence of this implied reader in the text, I
cannot agree that this is the only implied reader. {(Havely
does not suggest the presence of other versions of readers,

but it might be well to point out that she herself does not

conform to the image of the reader she describes.) Another
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implied reader is a good deal more sagacious than Havel
characterization allows.

Alongside the meek readexr is a reader who recognizes
her difference from the meek one. As D.A. Miller argues,
"[surely] the reader for whom this intimidatingly wise novel
is written cannot be the benighted creature presupposed in
the narrator’s addresses. . . . The caricature exists
precisely so that the reader may disaffiliate himself from
it" (15%9). The second implied reader, the more
sophnisticated one, recognizes and rejects the "benight=d
creature® as a model. In offering several versions of
readers {(not to mention all the models of misreaders in the
plots), the narrator gives the reader the opportunity to
define herself, te explore her own limitations as a reader,

against all the other models. Thus, the reader echoes the

i

process the female characters go through in defining their

own voices.

While the narrator offers other versions of readexrs,
against whose voices the actual reader tests hers, the
narrator alsoc offers her own judgments as "socunding-boards"®
for the reader. In the following exchange between Dorothea
and Chettam, where the ostensible subject is Dorothea's plan
to renounce riding, the narrator invites the reader's
participation in defining a proper "lady." Chettam begins
by stating that

"Every lady ought to be a perfect horsewoman, that
she may accompany her husbhand."
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"You see how widely we differ, Sir James. I
have made up my mind that I ought not to be a
perfect horsewoman, and so I should never
cerrespond to your pattern of a lady." Dorothea
looked straight before her, and spoke with cold
brusguerie, very much with the airx of a handsome
boy, in amusing contrast with the solicitous
amiability of hexr admirer (44).

The exchange offers two opposing definitions of womanhood:
Chettam argues the importance of accompanying a husband in
his pursuits, while Dorothea rejects this '"pattern® in
tavour of rencuncing sensual pleasure {(and Chetbtam's notian
of wifehood). But the narrator's comments open the issue to
debate with the reader: Dorothea rejects Chettam's "pattern®
50 much that she comes to lose her gender--she resembles "a
handsome boy," which makes an "amusing contrast" with
Chettam. The point is the amusement: since both Dorothea
and Chettam are guite serious, the amusement can only be the
narrator's response to the contrast, and to the exchange
itself. And by mentioning her own response, the narrator

invites the reader's as well--it is an implicit "I," =0 to

+

speak. Thus the passage holds the potential for four

1

languages about women: the two characters’', the amused

3

narrator's, and the reader's. If the narrator's
solicitation of the reader's response seems obligque in this
exchange, it is of course much less subtle in passages that
are purely narratorial.

In Chapter Two, 1 describe the care with which the

narrater shows Rosamond to be a perfect example of socisty's
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definitions of womanliness. After describing Rosamond as
"the irresistible woman for the doomed man of that date,"
the narrator addresses the reader directly:

Think no unfair evil ¢f her, pray: she had no
wicked plots, nothing scrdid or mercenary; in
fact, she never thought of money except as
something necessary which other people would
always provide. She was not in the habit of
devizing falsehoods, and if her statements were no
direct clue to fact, why, they were not intended
in that light-—-they were among her elegant
accomplishments, intended to please. Nature had
ingpired many arts in finishing Mrs Lemon's
favourite pupil, who by general consent (Fred's
excepted) was a rare compound of beauty,
cleverness, and amiability (301).

The narrator begins with an imperative, which, as Mary G, De
Jong points out, tells the reader "to see a falr amount of
evil" in Rosamond (87). The narrator not only invites the
reader to see evil, but the definition of "fair" is left up
to the reader. In order to come te some conclusion about

Rosamecnd, the reader must de

0

e what is "fair." By this

peint in the text, the reader well acquainted with the

ot
Ul

limitations Rosamond's romantic languages place on her plots

{(again the judgment of "wicked”™ is left to the reader); the

s

reader is also aware of Rosamond's disinterest in money,

except as a convenience. The narrator uses what sounds very

much like Rosamond's own language to satirize her lies

{"why, they were not intended in that light") and completes

the passage by invoking scciety's approval of Rosamond. The
idea of "general consent" gives the reader a further forum

for setting her own way of naming of Resamond against that
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he implicit "I" in this passage, while

of socliety’

or the reader,
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clearly satirizing Rosamond, does not speak
or cperce her into a particular view: the value Judgments

are left to the reader's discretion.

But in the description of Rosamond, the narrator also
invelves the reader in exposing the language that constructs
Rosamond. The "elegant accomplishments, intended to please”

that are perceived az appropriate for women come under

scrutiny: the narrator shows them to be destructive, both to

Rosamond, and to the society that demands them. "Nature"
may have inspired the "arts," but they are now artifice.

The reader sees the "rare compound cf beauty, cleverness,

uspect adjectives,

{1

and amiability" as a collectien of
definitions of which resonate hollowly against the
background of the Rosamond with whom the reader is
acguainted.

In her description of Mary Garth, as well, the narrator

uses the language cf "general ceonsent” to undermine its

anthority.
If yvou want to know more particularly how HMary
loocked, ten to one you will see a face like hers

R Rl )

on the watch. . . . [Piwl vyour sves on some cmall
plump breownish person of firm but gquiet carriage,
who looks abouvt her, but deces not suppose :
anybody is looking at her. If she ha i
face and square brow, well-marked eyebrows and
curly dark hair, a certain expression of amusemen
in her glance which her mouth keeps r

and for the rest features entirely insi
take that ordinary but not disagreeable
a portrailt of Mary Garth [(442-3).

in the crowded street tomorrow, if yon are there

&)
il
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This description of Mary is as interesting for its
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suggestions to the reader as it
narrator's use of "if" leaves choices up to the reader: the
reader may or may not take the advice. But the terms in
which the narrator describes the hypothetical woman on the
streets emphasize the language with which women are

categorized and evaluated. This person is "ordinary but not

1
[

disagreeable,” her features are "entirely insignificant,"
and she 1is a "small plump brownish person." The reader will
enly notice her 1f she 1s "on the watch": the narrator

suggests that the reader has already passed any number of

Had

Mary Carths on the sireeb. "Ordinary" becomes suspect, as

"beauty" does with Rosamond, since the reader knows Mary to
be complex and interesting. This is not simply a matter of
"judging appearances"; rather, it gquestions the language

to judge women's value. Since "general

U“

society uses
consent" values Rosamond's "beauty" and passes by Mary's
"ordinariness," and since the reader knows that neither

adjective adeguately expresses the character's subjectivity,

;_u
(u

the terms lose the uthority.
Y
Both "beauty" and "ordinariness" serve to keep Rosamond

and Mary as "eothers."™ 1In another context, the narrator
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nfluence of
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refers to "that my: aming which
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terious
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atriarchal
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determinates so much of mertal choice®" (2 n
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society, naming the other in terms that preserve otherness

is indeed a "mortal" choice--it kills communication. By
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showing the damage the terms of otherness do to the female

ot

characters, and by showing thelr "aguivalent cenitres of

"self® in the conversation about women.

The conversaltion gives the reader an opportunity to

Ve

reflect on herself as a readexr, to hear her own voice

k4
resonate against the other veice, and teo articulate
t

in the portraits of the female

+

)

hat are implici

rr

characters. What may begin as a conversaltion between
points of view and plots expands to a philosophical ingquiry
into the linguistic borders between self and other. Once
the narrator's method is clear, each pronoun sebts off a
chain of reflections among the characters, the reader, and
the narrator. Through the reflections, the language
patriarchy uses to categorize and evaluate women is opened
to the reader, whe takes it, reflecting on it and on her

sense of self.



CONCLUSION

REVERY LIMIT IS A BEGINNINGE

against any absolute conclusion . .
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Narrator

The narrator begins formulating guestions in the
“prelude" about women's roles when she mentions the "limits
of variation" among female natures. In the "Finale," the
narrator offers three versions of femaleness: Mary, with her
solid mutual happiness; Rosamond, & basil plant flourishing
01 the brains of a murdered man; and Dorothea, "feeling that
there was always something better which she might have done
. . ." {893). For all three, the guestion is one of
appropriate medium: under what circumstances would these
three have found their "epos," as Saint Theresa d4id? And
while all three percsive themselves as more or less happy,
the narrator suggests throughout that they have not achieved
as full a sense of themselves, of their voices, as they
could have: Resamond was poiscned early on, Mary espouses

anachrenistic values, and Dorothea, the most reflective of

the bthree, is aware of a lack in her sense of herself.

This study has argued that a conversational approach to

[
kol

Hiddlemarch reveals both the thematic and the structual

concerns for the ways in which women's position in society
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constructed in and through language. The issues of
subjectivity, gender, voice, interpretation, and audience
arise equally in discussions of characters and between the
reader and the narrator.

In a metaphorical conversation, the three female
characters offer different versions of the same scripts.
But all three lack strateqgies to do more than misread their
scripts: with limited access to the experience that might
give them languages to change the plot, they are left to
take as authoritative a plot written from inadequate
knowledge about women's "eguivalent centres of self." And
#hile the characters occasionally catch glimpses of the
extent to which they are constrained, without access to the
kinds of conversations the reader and narrator have, the
characters are unable to act.

In a series of reflections, the reader and narrator
continue conversations about women and language. The
narrator creates a mutual relationship with the reader by
continually expressing the limitations on narratorial
authority, and by soliciting the readexr's participation at
every turn. As the reader and narrator expose the plots of
patriarchal language, the narrator invites the reader to
compare the reader's own experience, and bto explore the ways
in which the reader constructs her own sense 0f self through

language.
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But the narrateor does not envision a scciety whare the

ts of variation” among women are known and celebrated;

bt

"lim
to have done so would have been to prescribe, and her
project is "a study of provincial life?--it describes. Her
method is to include as many languages, as many limiting
definitions, as she can. But as the limiting definitions
sound against each other, and against the voices ¢f the
reader and narrator, the definitions become more and more
hollow. The institutions of patriarchy--marriage as
vocation, Lydgate's exclusive science, Caszubon's kind of
scholarship-—~are opened to reform, because they are apened
to guestioning. The narrator begins the "Finale" by saying
that "Every limit is a beginning as well as an ending"”
(890). In the spirit of the conversation I describe
throughout, this seems to me a cue to the reader to take up

the narrator's proiect of guestioning, to use the limits of

the novel as a "standing ground" from whi Y more questions

Middlemarch, with its musical Prelude and Finale,

becomes a chorus for many voices, and while the chorus
contains both point and counterpoint, the voices, the
selves, all beceome "equivalent centres." As a dialogized

text, Middlemarch empowers its reader by testing her voice:

the narrator's challenges, gquestions, and descriptions offer

the reader a re-defined, or refined, sense of self.



NOTES

"My reader will have noticed by now that I have chosen
to use a feminine pronoun for "the reader" of Middlemarch.
My decision is based on the awareness that the reading of
the novel this study offers arises from my (gendered)
experience as a reader. Thus, I speak for myself--where a
male readexr finds "eguivalent centres cof self? in the text
is up to him.

“One could make an argument for including Celia Brooke
in this group of characters, since she goes through
courtship and marriage just as the others do. However, the
narrator pays much less attention to her than to the others,
and her plot is subordinated to her sister's. D.A. Miller
points out that even events in Celia's life tend to appear
in subordinate clauses, and are thus made a "non-story"
(128},

?Among the critics who make this charge are the
following: Spady suggests that the reader is unlikely to
dissent from the narrator's point of view (72-3); Warhol
notes that "the narrator reguires the narratee to become
realigned with the narratoxr" (29); Armstrong says that when
the narrator "asks a guestion--as she frequently does--it
usually demands the answer ‘'Yes' . . ." (122); and Havely
describes how the reader bacomes "conditioned" to rely on
the narrator's interpretation, instead of reaching an
independent one (318).

“Johnson, according to Patricia Meyer Spacks, used
"conversation" to dencte "competitive self-display, in which
one person necessarily triumphs," rather than exchange, or
casual talk (97}.

"There are many versions of patriarchy: broadly
speaking, a patriarchy is "government by the father" (0QOED},
characterized by the importance of hierarchy, status, and
power. It is not a unitary system, but it is authoritarian,
and while different men have different kinds of accs to
power, men nevertheless have more access than women.
Middlemarch shcows the provincial version of patriarchy,
where, as the narrator says, "lal man's mind--what there is
of it--has always the advantage of being masculine . . . and
even his idgnorance is of a sounder quality" (44).

®See references in Note 3. I will also expand on the
question of narraterial authority in Chapter Three,

Y

“John Kucich calls the Garth family the "pas‘oral
plot," while Alexander Welsh asserts that the Garths "enjoy

21



the nearly ungqualified admiration of the novelist L

thereby separating the CGarths from the narrator's usual
treatment of characters (Kucich 58; Welsh 231). Welsh
suggests that the Sarths are the most conservative and least
modern of the characters, and that Caleb and Mary Garth's
"main action is to keep well clear of the other heroes and
hercines and to rescue from the ilncongruous effects of a
classical education one Fred Vincy, in order to perpetuate
their conservative race" (231). And while Caleb may enjoy
the "nearly unqualified admiration" of the narrator, Mary
does not, asz I shall arque later.

“See for evample Spacks' discussion of gossip as social
control in Gossip (172); see also J. Hillis Miller on Mrs.
Cadwallader--another great controllexr through gossip
{"Teaching Middlemarch" 57).

At least St. Theresa can give her life for a divine
heing~-Mary has to settle for considerably less than that.

*°A few of the critics who mention Rosamond's egoism
are Leavis (67}); Harvey (59-60); Barrett (144); Ermarth
("Teaching Middlemarch as Narrative" 37); and D.A. Millerx
(140).

**D.A. Miller makes a similar point (but to a different
end}): he says that Recsamond's speech "is all in dashes™
(181).

*?Kiely points out that early in the novel Rosamond
equates plain speech with vulgarity (116).

*?Like Maggie Tulliver, Dorothea takes as her
authorities texts that are accidental; and also like Maggie,
Dorothea uses them to "perform the function of knowledge"
because she has no alternatives.

*?Gilbert and CGubar point out that Dorothea's affinity
with Aunt Julia causes several overt rebellions. "It is
telling that her first defiance of Casaubon's deathly will
is made to right the wrong done to Aunt Julia, whose
disinheritance represents her own dispossession,
powerlessness, and invisibility" (Gilbert and Gubar 506).
They go on to peoint out that Aunt Julia is the reason
Dorothea comes "to guesiion the ecconomic basis »of
patriarchy, specifically Casaubon's right to determine his
own will and f£ix the line of succession in spite of his past
familial eobligations™ (511). This is similar to the
linguistic change I noted: Dorothea moves from the
abstraction of "morally good" to a very particular proper
noun-~Aunt Julia. Instead of starting with the abstraction
and working down, she starts with a particular, concrete



instance, and weighs out the principles involved for
herself.

*®1 have chosen to use a feminine pronoun for the
narrator for a number of reasons. On the most basic level,
one faces the necessity of choosing a pronoun, and I choose
to engender the narrator in keeping with the dialogue of
women's voices I describe throughout this study. Moreover,
the narrator's sensitivity to women's experience indicates
that she shares it. Contrary to the view of J. Hillis
Miller, I do not see how "the fiction of the male narrator
is still maintained in Middlemarch," nor do 1 acceypyt that

"{to] speak of the narrator as a 'he' allows the reader to
keep firmly in mind the distinction between the author . . .

and the created role of the storyteller . . ." ("Optic and
Semioctic®” 130). I might accept the latter argument if 1t
were conventional to use feminine pronouns for the
apparently ungendered narrators in novels by men.

*®As Dorothea Barrett says, "it is clear from the
entire canecn that George Eliot belleves that intellectua
and spiritual depth create rather than solve prqblem&"
(124).

*73. Hillis Miller puts this idea guite su
"Seeing is always interested" (“"Teaching Mldii

*®In suggesting that the narrator's point of view is
limited, as is the reader's, I am also suggesting that the
narrater is not the authoritative figure she is sometimes
seen to be. There are two critical cawmps on the issue of
narratorial authority: in Note 2, T list a few of the
"authoritative" camp; among those who argue for undermined
authority are Ginsburg (542-558), J. Hillis Miller ("Optic
and Semiotic" 143-4), and Lodge (53). Ginsburg argues the
point in part through demonstrating the wayve in which the
narrator makes her characters' voices as authoritative as
her own. Miller uses his analysis of visual metaphors to
suggest the limits of the narrator’s vision fthuu also
authority), and Lodge argues for the narrator's awareness ot
the indeterminacy in human co mmun1cat1un~«1nﬁludanu her own.

*®pavid Lodge (55%), D.A. Miller {(157), and J. Hillis
Miller ("Optic and Semiotic" 141) are a few of the critics

who make use of this point.
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