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PREFACE 

George Eliot, one of the mos t intellectual of 

hu.~ an being s and by natur e the possessor of a highly 

analytic mind , grew up in t he ninete enth century -

a century character i zed by the prevalence of general 

disintegrating influence s in the realm of thought, 

To the sceptic i sm, agnosticism, and general revolu

tionary tende nc ies of t he age she was sensit i ve to 

the highest degree , That she understood the scientific 

spirit of her age and the evolutionary philosophy that 

had deve loped t herefrom better perhaps than those 

responsible for the new age of thought , is evidenced 

by her own life and writings , She, as much as Darwin, 

is of the great scientific movement of the nineteenth 

century; her philosophy , no less than Comte 's, is 

clothed in the language of p ositivism, That she is 

connected with their theories more i n appearance than 

in reality, however , is a matter that has been largely 

overlooked , That she became an evolutionist before 

she had an opportunity to come into i ntellectual con

tact with the originators of the theory is a fact 

disregarded by those who see i n her own the ories the 

reflection of Darwini sm , Just as the ev olution theory 

was long accepted before it was formu l ated into a 



philosophy, so was Ge orge Eliot brought under a set 

of philos ophic influences before she knew the great 

speculative minds of her age. She painted life in 

accordance with the spirit of her age, but where did 

she ge t her materials? In what ways was she the em

bodiment of the great new age , and how did she differ 

from it? Did Comte , Spencer, and Lewes supply her 

with a philosophy of life, or did they merely give 

system to her thoughts? These are the que stions to 

be dealt with in this discussion . 

I wish to express my appreciation to Dr . L. M. 

Ellis on , head of the English department , for his 

frequent encouragement and kindly guidance in the 

preparat i on of this thesis . I wish also to thank 

t he members of the library staff for various acts 

of kindness and consideration . 
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CHAPTER I 

THE STATUS OF THOUGHT DURI NG THE FORMATIVE 

YEARS OF GEORGE ELI OT ' S LIFE 

In the opening decades of the nineteenth century 

there came into English life a new freedom of thought 

that manifest ed it self i n all phases of man ' s activities , 

with the c onse quent result t hat before the end of the 

century new s tandards we re establi shed in politics, 

religion, philosophy , and science . Though men I s minds 

wer e for a short while haunt ed by the anarchistic t en

denc ies that fol lowed the French Revoluti on, such far 

reaching social changes had been wrought by the new 

econ omic for ces which had come into pl ay that political 

r e organization became a necessity . As early as 1832 , 

in the gre a t Reform Act, steps were t aken that resulted 

in the transference of politi cal p ower from t he landed 

aristocr acy to t he middle classe s , and es tablished a s 

a f act the new t heory that political power inheres in 

the people , In the r ef orm era that followed the year 

1832 , the processes of legisla ti on did much tow ard 

awakening the social consciousnes s : sharp class d i s 

tinctions wer e obl i t e a t ed ; claims for t he masse s were 

recognized; humanitar ian re fo rms were enacted; conditions 

of labor we re ame lior ated; a mov ement for the emancipation 
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of women was b egun; and popular education was advocated. 

Men gained mor e and more control over the forces of 

nature until a compl ete transformation of the world 

was wrought through the factory, the railway , the sterun

ship , and the applications of electricity; and the 

s e cr ets of the universe were penetr ated by the discov

erie s of science to such an extent that a complete 

r evolution was ef ~ected in the domain of thought. New 

lmowledge and old dogmas crone into such fier ce conflict 

that the traditional system of religion was shaken at 

its foundations; and a great 1•eligious upheaval re

sulted , from which men emerged steeped in sceptici sm. 

All the se disintegrating force s created on the part 

of the nineteenth-century British populace a fre edom 

of thought and action that had its basi s in a non

compromising attitude toward fact s and truth . 

Perhaps the greatest advancement made in t he nine 

teenth century was in the field of theology; y e t reli

giou s thought has s eldom been so stagnant as it was 

dur ing the fir s t twenty years of the centur y . Tradi

tional teaching remained in almost undisputed posses 

s ion, and the greatest inequality existed among the 

various relig ious sect s , The Anglican Church was 

favored with rep r e sentation in the House of Lords, 

appointment t o government offices , and membership in 
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the universities; whereas Dissenters , catholics , and 

Je1n were sub j ect to di sabilities that were humiliating 

both socially and l egal l y , By 1828 , however , Parliament 

removed the di sabiliti e s of the non- conformists , and 

originated the movement for religious equality in Eng

land , This phase of religious progress was due largely 

to the demands of the middle c l ass , most of whom we re 

non- conf or mists . But the removal of disabilities 

brought about no i mmediate progress in theology , 

Christian fa ith was advocated on the ground of external 

evidences that had characterized it in the previous 

century , and theology could make no s erious progre ss 

until it was emanc i pated from such outworn conventions. 

A f r eer view of biblical insp iration and the applica

t ion to the Scrip ture s of t he same critical pr i nciples 

being applied to other liter a ture were necessary be 

fore any r evolution would follow , The ruli ng idea of 

developm ent which character ized the sc i entific thought 

of the age would also , if ap plied to theology , create 

a more sympathetic interest in doctrine vi ewed histor

ically rather than as absol utely defined . The time 

was r i pe fo r the advent of Christian scholar s who 

would a t t emp t the present ation of a truer t heo logy , 

Let us see f rom which group of theologi ans - Evange l i 

cals , Noetics, Coleridgeans, Tractar ians - such scholars 
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were likely to come . 

There is no doubt that the spirit of re l igion was 

greate st among the Evangelical s . Their theology was 

concentrated u pon a few doctrines forming the scheme 

of salvation, and its advocates gave themsel ves a lmost 

wholly to the business of making converts . They he l d 

firmly to the beli ef that Scri p t ure was the sole test 

of Scripture ; hence the fact that the idea of an in

fallible book was readily accep ted made circumstances 

favorable for t heir work . The yelll' 1833 , which marks 

the birth of the Oxford Movement , was the high tide of 

Evangelicali sm . It was a movement kindred in spiri t 

to that of Me thodism; it held a Calvinis tic viewpoi nt, 

and placed much emphasis on personal holiness . Advo

cates of the Evangelical theology emphasized t he 

Protestant character of the church and zea lous l y 

devoted themselves to efforts for socia l and moral 

reform . They supp orted charitabl e ent erpr i ses with 

admirable generosity, and maintained a long struggle 

against the slave trade; in fact, it is the l as ting 

glory of t he party that the emanc i pation of slaves 

was l argely a result of their work , By the i r pr each

ing and example they brought about a mora l reformation 

and made their religion the moral cement of Engl i sh 

society , The s tern Victorian moralist , regardless 
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of his denominational choice, showed the influence of 

this school . The Evangelicals were also the richest 

of the theologians in literary connections: ncarlyle, 

Macaulay , Browning , Ruskin , and George Eliot all came 

under Calvinistic and evangelical influences; and 

though some of them wandered very f ar f rom the fold, 

they all bore to the end the marks of their early 
1 

training and associations ." Bu t no emancipati on i n 

theology was to come f rom the Evangelicals , Their 

lack of speculative interest caused them to be allied 

to traditional teaching rather than to any effort to 

revive and liberate theology . 

The first evidences of liberal theology were seen 

in the beliefs of the Coleridgeans and the Noetics . 

Coleridge revolted against the utilitarian fashion in 

theology and put forth an effort to spiritua lize it . 

As the exponent of German philosophy he was the chi ef 

force in breaking down the rationalistic tendencies 

of the e ighte enth century . He combatted the contem

porary idea that the Bible was not to be reasoned with , 

and his spiritual phi losophy was an excellent supple

ment to the more positive i deas that were beginni ng to 

characterize life in the universities . At Oriel 

1 Wal ker , Literature of the Victorian Era , pp . 
84 - 85 . 
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College , Oxford , there had sprung up a g roup of intel

lectuals known as t he Noetics , who knew nothing of 

German phi losophy but who indulged in unfettered cri

ticism , They are significant as the predecessors of 

the Broad Churchmen , VlhO in the last half of the cen

tury made great advances toward combining f r ee thinking 

with a p osition inside the Christian Church . Though 

they stirred li ttle actual enthusiasm, it was natural 

that a society accustomed to defer to authori ty and 

tradition should be shocked at the freedom they exer cised 

in submitt ing everything to r eason , 

Re acting against the liberalism of the Noe tics was 

another group of Oxford students known as the Tracta

r ians . Through them - under the l eadershi p of Keble , 

Pusey , and Newman - the Oxford Movement came i nto be i ng 

as a pro test agains t the Victorian spirit of compromise , 

The ir probl em was to check the spread of rat ionalism , 

the mainspring of the movement ; and t hey set about 

accomplishing their pu r pose by advocating their ideas 

in a serie s of pamphl ets called Trac ts for the Times . 

They expressed a profound dissat isfaction with the 

dormant s t ate of r eligion in the Establi shed Church , 

a growing enthusiasm for the mediaeval p ast , and a 

haunting f ear that the movement in the direction of 

liberal reform might prove to be a danger to the rights 
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of the church . Before long a trend toward Roman 

Catholi cism became noticeable among them, and Newman , 

t he spirit incarnate of the movement , gradually found 

himself wiable to recognize any via media be t ween 

Atheism and cathol i cism . Accordingl y he reverted to 

the Roman catholic faith, and in 1845 joined the 

Roman Church . Those of his followers who could not 

t ake she lter under authority heard the call of reason; 

and under Pu sey , the inte llectua l l e ader of the Oxfor d 

Movemen t, r emained in the Anglican communi on . 

The re su lt of t he Catholic r eaction was a tem

por ary discouragement of fre e inquiry; but scientific 

know l edge , whos e bearing on traditi onal theology was 

not at fir s t perceived, would permit no cessat i on of 

i ntel l ectua l inve stigati on . The difficulties of 

faith increased wider the continued pr e s sure of modern 

i nquiry and physical science until at the beginning 

of Que en Victoria's reign it was i mp os sible to r econ

cile t he old and the new faith . The spirit of doubt 

ob trude d it s elf until many of those who started out 

ar dent f ollowers of Newman be came coldly distrustful 

of any authority wha t s oever , los t their f aith , and 

drifted into an at t itude of indifference or antagonism 

towar d Christianity . 

Gr eat as was the r evolution in t he fi e l d of 
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theology, it was in some respects eclipsed by , and in 

a gr eat measure influenced by, scientific i nvest i gation . 

The advances of c: cience so gr eatly increased t he bounds 

of human knowl edge that new fields opened where i t had 

been thought that man could never penetrat e , and mor e 

s i gnificant s till was the deve lopment of a scientific 

habit of mi nd whereby man judged even the problems of 

humanity that lie outside of the r ealm of s cience . 

Many things sil ently became i mpossible of beli ef not 

bec aus e they wer e disproved by sc ience but bec ause the 

sc i ent ific habit of mind was fat a l t o t hem . Through 

science the battle for f reedom of t h ought was won , e.nd 

the term f r ee t hought was no longer opprobrious . 

It was in man' s concepti on of the universe that 

the i nfluence of scienc e was truly seen . Early in the 

century the acc ep t ed basi s of ge ology was catas trophic , 

and it was n ot until the publication of Lyell' s 

Principles of Geology (1830- 1833) that t he be l ief was 

dispers ed . Smith ' s Strata I dentifi ed by Organized 

Fo s sils , publi shed in 1816 , had pointed out conclusively 

the succession of f aunas and their utility in deter

mi ning t he r e lative ages of depo s its . Accor ding to the 

catastrophic t heory whole faunas were swept off at a 

t i me , but Lyell contended that the surface of the ear th 

c ame into exi s tence as a result of s l ow and cons tant 
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change s , e.ges and ages in durati on, and that the pro

cess is still g oi ng on. His great servi ce was in sub

stituting the view of the gr adual extinction of the 

species and the continuous creati on of new ones;. Hi s 

insistence that the processes of t he p ast must be 

judged by those now in progre s ,i forms the keynote of 

the whole of his scientific work . 

To Lyell's conclusions the greate s t thinker of 

the century was somewhat i ndebted . Lyell played an 

i mportant part in accustoming men 1 s minds to the vast 

ch anges brought by natural processes and in l eading 

them to reflect upon evolut i on ; and i t i s in this way 

that Darwin was indebted to him . A voyage around the 

wor ld (1831- 1836 ) in the exploring vesse l The Beagl e 

was the most i mportant experience in Darwin ' s life . 

There h e made use of the s cientific sp irit and point 

of view that had come to him fr om reading Princip les of 

Geo logy , with the result that he extended to bi ology 

and all li ving things the s low evolution which Lyell 

p i ous ly res tricted to geo logy and the surface of the 

earth . Aft er having r ead Malthus I s Principle of 

Population in 18 38 , he evolved the theory of natural 

se l ection or " the survival of the.fitt es t ", the theory 

that was given to the world i n 18 59 _in The Origin 2!._ 

the Species . Darwin dominated the sc i entific thought 
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of his age , but the l eaders of the establi shed schools 

of theology and science were so opposed to his evolution 

theory that t he mere menti on of his name brought down a 

storm of protest . ! any writers , among whom wer e Herbert 

Spencer and Thomas Henry Huxl ey , p opularized the doc 

trine of evolution ; but it was Dar win • s original theory 

that worked a comp l ete revolution of thought . 

Undeniably linked with t he s cientific discover i es 

of the peri od , but of le s s i mportance in revolutioniz ing 

thought , were the advances made in phi l osophy . The 

phi losophy of Engl and was no longer Engli sh philosophy 

in the str ict sense of the word , for it showed alike 

the i nfluence of German and French school s . During the 

first half of the century t he Scottish s chool , which 

was deve lop i ng in opp os ition to the scep ticism of Hume , 

held sway; and through its l eader , Sir Wi l liam Hamilton , 

who did much toward int r oducing British readers to the 

Ge r man philosophy , a t temp ted to establish the philosophy 

of common sense . In the third quarter of the century 

thi s school was di sp laced by the Utilitarians , whos e 

i n strument of t h ought was a co l d , har d , clear , and 

somewhat narrow l ogic . A decade or t wo before the r ise 

of the Utilitarians ther e came f rom France certain 

tene ts t hat wer 9 received with some thing like philosophic 

r evelation . These new theories , kn own a s Positivism , 
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originat ed with Auguste Comte , who conceived the idea 

that the theory of evoluti on was applicable to social 

phenomena , Positivism did not reach it s height during 

the first half of the century, but its i nfl uence was 

such that English philosophy came to be clearly s ep arated 

into two movements, one representing a revival of the 

teaching of Kant and t he ot her finding its or i gin in 

natural science and associat ed with the doctr ine of 

evoluti on . 

With this deve l opment in philosophic thought there 

ca~e further per pl exities to British mi nds already 

greatly di sturbed by marked deviations in theology and 

epochal discoveries in science , Man 1 s mos t import ant 

prob l em became one of adjustment; and philosophers , 

theologians , and writer s - particularly certain Vic

torian novelists - undertook the t ask of devising a 

satisfactory medi um whereby man mi ght adjust himself 

more sati sfac t orily to t he forc es making for confusion 

and disintegr at i on . 



CHAPTER II 

GEORGE ELIOT'S EXPERIENCE PR IOR TO HER FIRST 

CONTACT WI TH COMTIST INFW!!:NCE 

Basically important in the dev elopment of a man•s 

physical , moral, and spir itual being are the force s of 

heredity and envir onment , forces both individu al and 

social , Though man is the product of h is age , h is 

immediate environment and individual heritage are pri

mar y factors in determining his ideas of life , On the 

par t of the reader who attempts to explain the theories 

and ideas of an author it becomes necessary , therefore , 

to know the influence of these forces on the author's 

dai ly life; so it is that we turn to the home- life of 

George Eliot and make an exruninati on of the domestic 

influences under which she grew up , 

Marian Evans wa s born in tha t midland district of 

England about which she has so fondly writ t en i n her 

nov e ls . Griff House was only twenty miles from Strat

ford- on- Avon , the beauty spot of Engl and and a land of 

great historic memories . The monotonous succession of 

level fields marked by green hedgerows had not been 

broken by the railroads t hat wer e soon to arouse the 

ill- will of the village folk, and the peaceful ca lm of 

everyday life was still undisturbed by anything more 
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than the da ily coach. Griff House itself wa s the 

typical ivy-covered farmhouse surrounded by a well

kept lawn and a flower garden very s imilar to Mrs . 

Poyser • s , in Adam Bede . Though the i mmediate l and

scape was none too attract ive, it was dear to the 

heart of Marian an d her readers . Of the influence of 

these early surroundings c: he speaks very definitely : 

Our Midland plains have never l os t t he ir famil 
iar express ion and conservative bias f or me . l 

It is interesting , I think , to know whether a 
writer was born i n a central or border distr i ct - a 
condition which always has a strongly de te rmining 
influence . I was born in 1/arwickshir e , but certain 
family traditions connected with more northerly dis 
tricts made these di s tric t s a region of poetry to me 
in my early life . 2 

A human life should be well- rooted in some spot 
of a native land, where it may get the love of t ender 
kinship for the fac e of the earth , for the labors 
men go forth to , for the sounds and accents that haunt 
it , for what ever will give tha t home a fami liar , un
mis takable dif+·erence amids t the futur e widening of 
knowledge ; a spo t where the definitene ss of early 
knowl edge may be i nwrought wi t h a ffect i on, Rnd kindly 
ac quaintance with all neighbors , even to the dogs and 
monkeys , may spread , not by sentimental e f fort and 
r ef l ec tion , but as a swe et habit of the blood . 3 

There is no doubt that the swe 0 t , sunny calm of these 

early surroundings had much to do with the quiet , 

reposeful s trength characteristic of her work . 

1 Theophrastus Such , p . 275 . 
2 Quoted by Phelps , "Las t Words of George Eli ot ", 

Harper ' s Magazine , Vol . 64 , p , 569 . 
3 Daniel Deronda , Vol . I , p , 22 , 
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To the influence of George Eliot 1 s early environ

ment must be added that of her parentage , The in

f l uences up on her of her father and mother form 

inter esting contrasts ; and though she evidently pos

sessed more of her father 1 s traits, she was not lacking 

in at l eas t one of the characteristics of her mother , 

Her father , at the time of her birth a well - !rnown land 

agent , was a man much respec ted and admir ed for his 

honesty , straight f orwardnes s , efficiency , and upright 

dealings . A staunch Tory , he opp os e d revo l u tionary 

doctrine and felt that the strength of t he nation lay 

in a s t rong governnent . His attitude of r everence for 

"government" , in contrast with his dislike of all 

"rebe l s 11 , became an ef fe ctive part of Marian I s reli

gion and the bas is of a l atent cons ervative bias later 

reflected in all her works , especially in her attitude 

toward politica l r e form, as indic a ted in "Felix Holt" , 

The n&~e of this grave father she pronounced with awe ; 

yet the greatest sympathy and understanding existed 

between the two . In the performance of his du ties as 

land agent Mr , EVans was f re quently accompanied on his 

trip s about the country by Mar ian, who enjoyed the 

beauty of Warwickshire and listened to the l ong dialogue s 

between her father and the simp le country folk , The 

impressions made on her childish memory were stored 
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away and later given to the world in Adam Bede and The 

Mill on the Floss . Of the i mportance of the contacts 

she made on these trip s she wrote long afterward : 

A chief misfortune of high birth is that it usually 
shuts a man out from the large sympathetic knowledge of 
human experience which comes from contac t wi th various 
classes on their ovm l evel . Hence I have always thought 
the most fortunate Britons are those whose experience 
has given them a pract ical share in many aspects of t he 
national l ot , who have l ived long among the mixed com
monalty , roughing it with them under dif f iculties, know
ing how their food tastes to them, and ge tting acquainted 
with their notions and mot ives , not by inferenc e from 
traditional types in literature or f rom philosophical 
theories , but from daily fe ll owsh i p and observation . 4 

A vivid likeness of her father , to whom Marian owed 

some of her most val uable experience and many of her 

most admirable t r aits , is seen i n Cal eb Garth , in Middl e

march . 

Of Marian 's mother we know little except that she . . 

was of somewha t higher social po sition than Mr. EVans , 

and was an affe c t i onate , warm- hearted woman . In her 

we see somethi ng of the deep l y af f ectionate nature of 

Marian , who very ear l y in life realized t h e ab solute need 

of some per son who shou l d be a ll i n al l to her , and to 

whom she should be all in all . 

Since n o part of George Eliot•s philosophy has 

been questione d more t han her re l i g ious attitudes , let 

4 Theophrastus such, pp . 266- 267 , 



us examine the influence of he r parents in moul ding 

her religious v i ews . She was reared in a strictly 

ev ange lica l atmosphere , in a home characterized by 
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the most ear nest p i e ty accomp anied by a narrow dogmatism ; 

henc e there i s no doubt that her naturally rel igious 

nature was strengthened by the strictest obse r vance of 

decorum . She became a cquainted with varieties of reli

g ious op inion by listening to the conversations between 

her parents , who were member s of the Established Chur ch, 

and other members of her family , who were Methodists . 

She had an unusually gre a t interest in the Bible ; and 

long before she enter t ained any sceptical views , her 

inquir i ng mind l ed her t o examine with zealous inter est 

anything appr oaching t heolog ical argumentation . Though 

she was at v arious periods in her life unsettl ed in 

her re ligious beliefs , "she nourishe r'! from childhood 

to the grav e the same relig i ou s nature which had dawned 
5 

at Gr iff " . 

Let it be borne in mind t hat the purpose of this 

chap t er is not to give a complete biographical account 

of Geor ge Eliot; otherwise, there will be no justifica

tion for omi tting many very interesting personal matters . 

Up to thi s p oint the di scussion has dealt with her 

5 Harrison , Choice of Books , P • 203 . 
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immediat e surroundings and her parentage . It is the 

purpose now to examine the inheren t t endencies t hat 

were manife sted during her school life . 

In 1824 Mrs , Evans was in such ill he alth that 

Marian was removed from her care and p l aced in a small 

boarding school a t Attlebor o. Very little significance 

is attached to this p eriod except for the fact that 

ev en then , at the age of five , she l ed a soli tary life 

and showed s i gns of dis sa tisfac t ion with her surround

ings : 

When I was quite a little child, I could not be 
satisfied with the t h ing s around me . I was constant
l y living in a world of my own creation , and was 
qu i te contented to have no companions, that I might 
be l eft to my own mus ings , and i magine scene s in which 
I was chief actress . 6 

Viewed in the light of her later development it appear s 

as a sign of the practical , positive basis of her life 

that she could not , even in childhood, rest content 

with i deas that remained in t he realm of thought and 

had no connect ion with action . Her r emoval to Nune a ton , 

in 1826 , brought her into i ntimat e as _sociation wi th a 

Miss Lewis , a woman of strong evangelical i nfluence , 

who was in l a t er years the fulfillment of Marian's 

6 Cross , Life of George Eliot, Vol . I , p . 39 . 
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desire for some one of like symp athy to whom she could 

pour ou t the yearnings of her heart and mind , Her 

l ong corresp ondence with Mi ss Lewis i s the most s ati s

facto r y source obtainab l e for an account of her mental 

a ttitudes preceding the gr eat change that took p l ace i n 

her bel i efs , During the time that she was at Nuneaton , 

books became a passion with her : she read ev erything 

procurable , a l ways r etir ing to her bedroom to p our over 

a book whi l e her companions were enjoying outdoor 

recreation . Though she was not a precocious ch ild , the 

scope of her reading at this ear l y age is indicative 

of her inte llectual bent and her literary taste . Defoe 's 

The History of the Devil , J ohnson ' s Ras se l a s , Pilgr im's 

Progress , and waverli were among the books that engaged 

her attent ion . She was at thi s t i me "an old-fashioned 

chi ld , a l ready living i n a world of her own imaginat i on , 

impressib l e to her fingert i ps , and willing t o give her 
7 

views on any sub j ec t" . 

For the next thre ~ years , 1832-1835 , Marian lived 

in a very congenial atmosphere of Calvinistic i nfluences 

at the Mi sses Fr anklins 1 school in Coventry , a schoo l 

much above the av erage for girls , She was then very 

much what she has described her own Maggie at the age 

7 cros s , Life of~ El iot , Vol . I , p , 14 , 
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of thir t een . 
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A crea t ure f ull of eager , passionate l ongings fo r 
a l l t hat wa s be autiful and g l a d ; thi rsty for all lmow
l edge ; with an ear straining after dreamy musi c t hat 
died away an d would not come near to her ; with a blind 
unconsc i ous yearning fo r some t h ing that would l ink to-' 
ge t her the wonderf ul imp r essions of thi s mysterious 
life , and g ive h er soul a s ense of home in it . No won
der , wh en t her e is this contrast between the outward 
and the inwar d , t hat painful collisions came of i t . 9 

For her ins tructors , t h e Misses Franklin , who were 

daughters of a Baptist minister , she entert ained the 

highes t res pec t; and she soon adopted the ir religious 

views with i ntens e eagerness , although she never form

ally j oine d the Baptists or any other church than the 
10 

Church of Engl and . She became a l eader in the religious 

l ife of the school; bu t she was unabl e , she says , to 

work he r s e lf up t o demonst r ab l e ef fects of the s ervice s 

as some of the g irl s coul d . Her e again she commonly 

returned t o her ovm r oom and read with avidity Paley ' s 

Ev i dences or any other argumenta t i v e t heo logy available . 

Had t his r eading been purel y superfici al , probab ly 

there woul d be no reason for mentioning it as of any 

imp or t anc e in her experience , but she di d not read 

superficially then or later . Her ref1ec tiv e mind, even 

8 cros s , Li fe of George El i ot , Vol . I , P • 18 . 
9 The Mill on the Fl os s , (Par t one) , PP • 349- 350 . 

10 Cros0 ife ~G~ El iot , Vol . I , P • 20 . ---------
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in her youth , caused her to read with an unusua l per

ception , and was r esponsib l e for the b i rth of many 

i deas tha t perplexed her gr eatly ; for example , when 

she read Bulwer •s Dev ereux , at the age of thirteen , 

she was interested in the re l ation ship be twe en r eligion 

and moral s , 

I remember , as I dar e s ay you do, a very amiable 
atheist depic t ed by Bul wer , in Dever eux ; and f or some 
time after the per u s a l of t h a t book , which I read 
seven or eight year s ago , I was conside rably shaken 
by the i mpre ss i on t hat r elig i on was not a requisite 
to moral exce l lence , 11 

Her wri ting s a r e unmistakab le proof t ha t the impression 

made here became an es t ab lished princ i ple with her . 

Hers wa s a r eliglon of moral s , If the stimulu s g i ven 

to mental activ ity be ac cepted as the t e st of a g ood 

education , the schooling at Coventry was successful 

enough , She r ece i ved n ot only a sound Engli sh educati on 

but also a cul tur a l deve lopment f r om instruction at the 

hands of excellent mas t ers of French , Ger man , and mus ic, 

He1· lntell ectual curiosi ty was certainly rous ed , though 

not as yet fixed upon any definite object , It wa s just 

at this particular stage in her mental deve l opment that 

t he illness and deat h of he r mother r ec alled he r from a 

congenial , i n t ellec t ua l atmospher e to the ordinar y life 

11 cr os s , Life of g eorge El iot , ¥ol . I , P • 48 , 
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of her father's household - a complete separat ion from 

intellectual companionship . Thus , at sixteen began a 

new era in h er career and one wh ich , says her biographer , 

she drew up on for some of her most touching creations . 

Since the burden of the p roof in this discussion is 

based on the experience s of George Eliot during this new 

era , the years 1836- 1849 , i t is necessary that certain 

facts be borne in mind ; name l y , (1) that the purpose 

of t h i s s tudy of George Eliot iR to show that the founda

tions of her philosophy were alr eady laid when she came 

under th e influence of Comtism ; (2) that in the particu

lar years 1836 - 1849 the main theories of George El iot 's 

philosophy wer e established ; (3) that the term philosophy 

is used he r e to indicate her react i on to the complex 

tendenc ies tha t marked her life . As frequently as 

poss ib l e her own comments , preserved in her corresp on

dence with Miss Lewis and others , wi l l be used a s evi

dence . 

The years immediatel y after her mother's death 

were for George El i ot in many respects the most t r ying 

years of her life . She had returned from Coventry with 

u ltra- evange lical tendencies that were beginning t o 

express thems elves in the form of self- r enunciation . 

The pursuit of pleasure was a snar e ; dress was vanity ; 

socie ty was danger . She made her hard lot harder by 
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unnecessary asceticism, as, for examp l e , when she accom

panied her brother to London - she would not go with 

him to the theater , but spent her evenings in reading ; 

and , while he purchased hunting sketches, bought for 

herself a copy of Whitson 1 s Josephus . She was haunted 

by a sense of her own shortcomings , and meditated sorrow

fully upon her besetting sin - "the one of all others 

most destroying , as it i s the fruitful parent of them 

all, - ambit ion, a desire insatiable for the esteem of 
12 

my fellow creatures " . She was a l so gr eatly troubled 

about the question of novel - reading , of which she dis

approved . 

As to the discipline our minds receive from the 
perusal of f ictions , I can conc eive none that is 
benefici a l but may be attained by that of history • 
• • . • Religious novels are more hateful to me than 
mere ly worldly ones : they are a sort of centaur or 
mer maid , and , like other monsters tha t we do not know 
how to class , s houl d be destroyed for the public good 
as s oon as born , 13 

Narrow as some of t h ese views are , it is important to 

rem ember that her ear ly religious experiences were an 

e ss entia l part of the growth of the pers onality we call 

Geor ge Eliot . The views changed in good time , but the 

moral earnestness which prompted them _was a permanent 

12 Cros s , Life of George Eliot , vol, I, p . 36 , 
13 Ibi d ,, p . 40 , 
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characteris tic . Her dis sat i sfaction with any equivocal 

re l a tion is be st st a t ed i n her own words : 

I do not deny that there may be many who can 
oartake with a h i gh degre e of zest of all the l awful 
engagements t he world c an off er , and ye t live in near 
communion with the ir God, - who can warmly l ove the 
creature and yet be careful that t he Creator main
tains His supremacy i n t he ir hearts; but I confes s in 
my short experience and narrow spher e of action I 
have nev er been ab l e to atta in th i s . I find total 
abstinenc e much eas i er than mode r a t ion . 14 

Ther e was no pos ition of moder a tion for her , nor was 

the r e one a few years l a t er when she r ecognized a 

definite change in her r·e ligi ous b eliefs . Nothing 

could have gr ieved her more than t h e break wi th her 

father , unle ss i t had been t he equivoc al position of 

professing the faith she had ce ased to believe in . 

There wer e t ria l s in Mar i an's life at Griff other 

than the mental dis turbanc e s accompanying her spirit 

of renunciat i on , She was living a life of divided 

interests - one the dut iful perfor manc e of daily hou se

ho ld duties; the ot her the ur gent desire to engage in 

intellectual pur sui t s . With all t he s incerity that 

l ater charac terized her life a s an author , she performed 

the l abor ious tasks of butter and cheese ~making , baking , 

c anning , and h ous ehol d management ; but she found many 

14 c r os s , Life of George Eliot , Vol. I , P • 29 , 
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of the tasks distasteful. Her mind longed to exami ne 

the unread books in her library , but her strict ad

herence to a sense of duty prevented any slighting of 

hous ehold dutie s . 'Ihrough very tactful management , 

however , she found time for the study of subjects of 

much depth and great variety . She found every kind 

of intellectual acquisition an inexhaus t i b le source of 

delight . Languages , music , literature , science , and 

philosophy interested her alike , according to her own 

description of the chaotic state of her mind about 

this time . 

I have lately led so unsettled a life , and have 
been so desultory in my employments , that my mind is 
more than usually chaotic; or rather it is like a 
stratum of conglomerated fragments , that shows here 
a jaw and rib of some ponderous quadruped , there a 
de lic a te a l to- relieve of some fern-like plant , tiny 
shells , and mysterious non-descripts encrusted and 
united wi th some unvaried and uninter es ting but u se-
f u l s tone . My mind presents just such an assemblage 
of disjointed specimens of history , ancient and 
modern; scraps of poetry p icked up from Shakespeare , 
Milton, Cowper , and Wordsworth ; newspaper t.op ics; 
morsel s of Addison and Bacon , Latin verbs , g eometry , 
entomology , and chemistry ; Reviews and meta- physics , 
- all arrested and petr i fied and smothered by the 
fast - t h inking every- day accession of actual events , 
re l ative anxieties , and household cares and vexations .15 

It was dur ing these years at Griff' that Miss Evans was 

preparing hers e lf for the day not f ar. distant when the 

15 Cross , Life of' George Eliot , Vol. I , p . 45 . 
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soundest minds of her time found it a p l easure to con

verse with her , and valued her opinions a s those of an 

unusually brilliant mind , 

Partly as a resul t of her studies and part l y as 

the consequence of a deeply analytic mind , Marian be

gan to find no comfort in the religious beliefs she had 

entertained, As she had first !mown it , religion was 

a quiet, unimpassioned thing , a simple teach ing of rules 

of life , with dimly expected rewards and punishments to 

be proportioned to one ' s actions . When she l eft schoo l 

in 1835 , she had p assed from this calm re ligion i nto a 

sterner religion of unmodified Calvinism , and now from 

the latter part of 1839 there were signs of another 

approachi ng change, It i s not alarming , however , that 

there should be doubts in her mind , for there was 

among her countrymen a general admiration for an honest 

doubt which mi ght have more faith than half the cr eeds; 

the English middle classes of EVange l ical faith were 

opp osing the Tr actarians on one hand and the Broad 

church on the other , and the public was beginning to 

read Carlyle , a moralist and p antheist rather than a 

devout Christian , The ques ti on of the origin of t he 

church was a very vital question , and much a ttention 

was being given to reading and writi ng religious history, 

George Eliot herself had begun the making of an Ecc l esias 

tical Chart which was to give all kinds of information 
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about the chronology of the apostolical writings, a 

scheme , though unfinished, that proved a valuable 

exercise for her as a serious s t udent of religious 

history . Her correspondence with Mis s Lewis at this 

time reveals her reaction to some of the religious 

questions of the day: 

You allude to the religious, or rather irreligious 
contentions that form so prominent a feature in the 
aspect of public affairs , a subject you will perhaps be 
surprised to hear me say , is full of interest to me , 
and on which I am unable to shape an opinion for the 
satisfaction of my mind , I think no one fee ls more 
difficulty in coming to a decision on controverted 
matters than myself , I do not mean that I have not 
preferences ; but , however congruous a theory may be 
with my notions , I cannot find that comfortable repose 
that others appear to possess after having made their 
election of a class of sentiments . - - - - On no sub
ject do I ve e r to all p oints of t he compass more fre 
quently than on the nature of the "visible church" . 16 

A f urther examination of the nature of Mi ss Evans•s 

reading will remove any doubt that she was intensely 

interested in obtaining as much information as possible 

on the topics that were perp lexing her mind , She read 

an essay on Schism by Profe s sor Happus of the London 

University , and the Evangelical Milner •s Church History . 

With their views she compared those of The Portrait of 

~ Engl ish Churchman , by w. Gresley , a champion of 

Tractarianism , and found that the Tracts themselves 

16 Cross , Life of George Eliot , Vol , I, p . 40 . 
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showed a "confused appreciation of the great doctrine 

of justification ~' She was attracted too to The Great 

Teacher, written by John Harri s , a pGpular writer of 

the time who held very liberal views . Chief a.rnong the 

works that absorbed her attention was Taylor' s Ancient 

Christianity and the Oxford Tracts, a book which Mrs . 

Cash , a pupil of Miss Evans 1 s, declares to have had 

much influence in unsettling her views of Christianity. 

Mr . Taylor's book was in substance an attempt to show 

that the ear ly chur ch, to which the Tractarians referred 

as the embodi ment of pure Christianity, was i n fact 

already corrup t . The general tone of Miss Evans 1 s 

corr espondence during the time that she was reading 

so actively indicates that a more rational view of things 

had percepti bly begun before the settlement at Foleshill, 

which came about in 1841. 

A review of the principal tendencies manifested 

by Geor ge Eliot before her removal to Foleshill and 

h er acquaintance with a new intellectual environment 

will help to account for the r apidity with which her 

change of religious beliefs came about . In the course 

of this discus s i on the following facts h ave been p ointe d 

out: (1) i n her nature there was a degree of moral 

earne s tnes s rarely found; ( ?. ) she was enti re ly sensi

tive to the religious contentions of her age ; (3) her 

J 
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intellectual acquisit ions included religious history , 

languages , music , literature , science , and philos ophy ; 

(4) the greatest part of her thinking was in a theolo

gical direction , Certainly she had n ot established a 

philosophy , but it is apparent tha t her experience was 

favorable to intellectual growth , 

Marian Evans 1 s removal to Faleshill marks the be

ginning of one of the most i mportant p eriods in her 

deve l opment . Up to the time of her twenty- first year 

she had been living in the i solated surroundings charac 

teristic of English country life , but in 1841 her 

father turned over his position as l and agent to his 

son Isaac and moved to Foleshill Road, near Covent ry , 

a semi- de tached suburban village , Thus Mari an was t r ans

ferred into a center of connnercial and intellectu al 

activities , a town of factories and mills , and a 

socie ty of busy , active people . Thi s was a gr eat change 

for one of George Eliot 1 s sensibility to sur roundings . 

As a result her ways of life altered ; hence the pur pos e 

of this discussion now will be to examine the ideas of 

the friends with whom she associated , and t o obse rve 

the influence they exerted on her , 

For a short time af ter Mis s Evans became a resident 

of Foleshill , she was very unhappy; but she continued to 

r ead widely and to give much time to Fr ench, Italian , 

j 
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German , and Hebrew , the last an unaided effort, It 

was not long, however , until she had made the acquaint 

ance of some of the most intelligent members of Coventry 

society , chief among whom was the Bray family , Her 

introduction to t h is family is described by Mr . Br ay 

in his autobiography : 

Our real acquaintance began in 1841, Amongst the 
natural reasons for introducing her , we thought that 
the influence of this super ior young l ady of Evangeli
cal opinions might be beneficial to our heretical minds . 
She was then about twenty-one . We soon found that her 
mind was a l ready turning toward greater fre edom of 
thought in religious op inion , and that she had even 
bought for herse l f Hennell 1 s Inquiry .17 

The family to which Miss Evans was thus i ntroduced in

cluded , besides Mr . and Mrs . Bray , Mrs . Bray ' s brother 

and sister , Charles and Sarah Rennell . Theirs was a 

very ch arming home , and in it Miss Evans for the first 

time met such distinguished persons as Combe , Froude , 

and Enerson , A general intellectual atmosphere per

meated the p lace , for each member of the family was a 

highly intellectual , free - thinking individual. 

Mr . Bray , the first with whom Miss Evans became 

acquainted , was a wealthy ribbon manufacturer , with 

much leisure time at his disp osal for writing and think

ing . He was an ardent admirer of Enerson and other 

17 Bray , Autobiography, p . 76 . 
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l eaders of the Trans cendental movement , but he was 

f ully prepared t o accept vi ews based upon foundations 

in science . Mr s . Bray , a very charming woman , was 

of a mind fully open to new theori es; but she was per 

hap s more in sympathy with the aspects of Christianity 

than her husband was . He r brother , Mr . Char l es Rennell , 

a man much given t o orig i nal thinkj_ng , had , in 1838 , 

published An Inquiry Concerning the Origin of Chris

tianity , a book which explained the origin of Chris

tianity by natural cause s . The sister , a l so a writer 

of considerable importance , became Miss Evans 1 s very 

dear friend . To this f amily George Eliot was unmis 

t akably indebted f or t he ir directing some of her main 

belief s . 

As has been mentioned , Miss Evans was first attracted 

to Mr . Bray . Let us see what the reason was . Mr . Bray 

was an ardent phrenologist and had published, in 1839 , a 

work on the Education of the Feelings and , i n 1841 , his 

main wor k , The Philosophy of Necessity . He had a lso 

writ ten pamphlets on Illusion and Delusion , The Re i gn 

of Law, Toleration , and Chri s tianity . Among the doc 

t r ines set forth in the work on necessity are (1) the 

dominion of law , (2 ) the reign of necessity , (3) ex

per i enc e as the foundation of knowl edge , (4 ) humanity 

as an organism that deve lops a larger life for man by 
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18 
the aid of experience and tradi tion - doctrines which 

might be listed as the one s s et forth ye ars later in 

the no vels of George Eliot , Mr . Bray wrote "not f or 

t he gratifi cati on of s e lf-love , nor out of an abstr act 

regard for truth , but from a deep ly fel t wish to do 

good to his fellow- beings and a conviction that this 
19 

truth was the best gift in his power to offer" . was 

not a man of such convictions likely to be held in the 

highest regard by George Eliot? Let us s ee now how 

she was attracted to another member of t he Br ay house

hol d . 

Acc or ding to Mr . Bray's account, Miss Evans had 

been inter ested i n reading Hennell 1 s Inquiry into the 

Origin of Christianity before she met the family; and , 

judging by her interest in re ligious h istory , she h ad 

made much unconscious preparation f or the accep tance 

of Mr . Henne ll 1 s ideas . As actual preparation she had 

t wice re-read the Bible after her purchase of the 

Inqu i ry and previous to its reading . When she began 

reading the book , she was deeply impressed; and her 

interes t in it l ed to a mutual interest between the 

author and herse lf in their frequent mee tings in t he 

home of Mr . and Mrs . Br ay . Though she. later confessed 

18 Cooke , George Eliot , p . 19 , 
19 Deakin, The Early Life of George Eliot , p . 42 . 
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that she could not accep t as facts some of the points 

Mr . Rennell included , she admitted that it expressed 

exactly her idea of what the New Testament would be if 
20 

the miraculous and highly improbable we r e removed . The 

following extrac t from a letter to Miss Lewis , dated 

November 13, 1841 , gives her reaction to the book and 

apparently fixes the date of the first acknowledgment 

by herself that her op inions were undergoing a momen

tous change : 

My whole soul has been engrossed in the most in
teresting of all inquirie s for the last few days , and 
to what result my thoughts may lead, I know not , -
p ossib ly to one that will startle you ; but my only 
des ir e is to know the truth, my only f ear to cling to 
error . 21 

It was impossible for a nature so disturbed as the 

let t er to Miss Lewis indicates the writer to have been , 

to rest satisfied in complianc e with t he old forms; so , 

r athe r than suffer from an equivocal position, she gave 

up going to church . In the eyes of her father she had 

commi tted an unfor givable offense ; and the result was 

a t emporary break be tween them . This decision was not 

reache d without a desperate conflict between her s trong 

domestic affection and a passionate desire for inte llec-

20 Cross, Life of George Eliot , Vol , I , pp . 70-76 . 
21 Ibid , , Vol . I, p , 76 . 
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tual honesty. She never did anything by halves , and 

the same enthusiasm that had swept her away in the 

current of evangelical p iety now hurried her with equal 

rap i dity i n a quite contrary direction . That she was 

thoroughly prepared now for a further moulding influence 

of free thought as expressed by the Brays and the 

Henne lls is apparent f rom her own st atement : 

To fear the examination of any proposition appears 
to me an intellectual and a moral palsy that will ever 
h inder the firm gr a sp ing of any subs t ance whatever . 
For my past I wish to be amongst the ranks of that glo
riou s crusade that is seeking to set Truth 1 s Holy 
Sepulchre free from a usurped domination , We shall then 
s en her resurrection , 22 

Miss Evans 1 s revolt from orthodox views was un

accomp anied by t he bi t terness which often accomp anies 

the emanc ipation from the strictnes s of a sectarian 

tyranny , Although she felt the painfulness of the 

wrench it cost h er t o part with so much that was dear, 

and though she was gr eatly concerned about the grief 

she c aused her fri ends, she did not quail before conse 

quenc e s nor exhibit any vacillation of judgment . Her 

compl e te satisfaction in the belief t ha t she had not 

made a mi s take was evident even durin e; the t r ying period 

when she was not living with her father . 

22 Cros s , ~ ife of Ckorge Eliot, Vol . I , p . 79 . 
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My acquaintances of this neighborhood seem to 
seek an opportunity of smiling on me in sp ite of ny 
h eresy . All thes e things , however, are but the fringe 
and ribbons of happiness . They are adherent , not 
inherent , and without any affectation I feel myself 
t o be acquiring what I must hold to be a prec ious pos
sessi on , an indep endence of what is baptized by the 
world external good. 23 

No spirit of aggressiveness was manifested toward her 

father or others who could not understand her action 

or ac cep t her belief ; instead there was then and 

throughout her life t he greatest sympathy for all 

earne st believers of any creed . When her fri ends had 

eff ected a r econciliation with her father , upon her 

agre ement to attend church again, she returned to 

Coventry; and for the next seven ye ar s she experienced 

gr eater sp iritual peace than ever before . The old 

s c ep tic al attitude gav e plac e to a cheerful and com

f or ting as suranc e , and she settled into a deep reli 

giou s earnestne ss, wher e the evo l ution of man ' s destiny 

was the insp i r ati on . Soon after the reconciliation she 

wrote of the happ iness she was experienc ing : 

I am anxious that you should not imag i ne me un
happy even in my most me l ancholy moods . I think there 
c an be f ew who more truly feel than I that this is a 
world of bliss and beauty , that is, that bliss and 
beauty are the end , the tendency of the creation; and 

23 Cross , Life of George Eliot , Vol . I , p . 82 . 
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evils ar e the shadows that are the only conditions of 
light in t he p icture ; and I live in much , much enjoy
ment , 24 

Miss Evans ' s happ ines s i n t he fact that s he ha d 

pu t of f the old belief was heightened by continued 

associati ons at Roseh ill, the home of the Br ay family . 

It was to Mr s , Bray that she went when she was in p ain 

or trouble and wanted af fectionate companionship , She 

thought Mr s . Bray the most religiou s woman she had 

ever known , and it was in t he beauty of Mr s . Br ay 's 

nature that she found the s t rongest eviden ces that 

goodness was not dependent up on any particular form 

of faith . With Mr . Br ay Mis ~ Evans quarre lled, and the 

humor ous side of her nature was brought out . To the 

third member of the trio, Miss Sarah Renne ll, who c ame 

on occasion al visits to Coventry , Mis s Evans turned 

for intell ectual sympathy , The two l adies became like 

sisters to Mis s Evans , and Mr . Bray was her most i n t i 

mate male friend , The almost unbroken chain of l e t ters 

to them during t h e r emainder of George Eliot's l i f e 

indicates that t he family exerted a very i mp ortant in

fluence . Mis s Mary Sibree , an in t imate fr i end and 

pup il of Miss Evans , had this to say : 

24 Cross , Life of George El i ot , Vol . I, p . 85 , 
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Mr , and Mrs , Bray and Miss Rennell , wi t h their 
friends , were h er world , - and on my sayi ng to her 
once , as we closed the garden door togethe r , that we 
seemed to be entering Paradise, she said , 11 I do in
deed f ee l that I shut out the world when I shut that 
door , 11 25 

Roseh ill not onl y afforded a p l easant var iation from 

her life at Coventry , but the fami l y also made frequent 

holiday excursions in which Miss Evans joined , It was 

one of the excurs ions , in 1843 , that was indi rectly 

responsible for Miss Evans •s undertaking t h e translation 

of Strauss 1 s Leben Jesu . A Miss Brabant , a member of 

the par ty , had undertaken the translation ; but upon her 

marriage to Mr , Charles Rennell, Miss Evans was per 

suaded to complete the tr anslation , Dr , Brabant , Miss 

Brabant •s father , was a personal f riend of Straus s . 

Thus the Rosehill gr oup had again been the means of 

making new i ntellectua l contacts f or Geor ge Eli ot , the 

imp ortance of v1hich should be emphasized, 

For the next two and one- half years Miss EVans was 

engaged in the translation of the great work of Strauss , 

with whom she a l ready had s l ight ac quaintance through 

his pr eface to Rennell 1 s Inquiry , She did n ot undert ake 

the work thr ough admira tion of the author , however . It 

was rather a call of f riendship : to comp l e t e what 

25 Cross , Life of George Eliot , Vol , I , p . 118 , 
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some one e lse was unabl e to continue and to make Str auss 

accessible to Mr . Br ay , who did not read Ger man . The 

b ook dealt with a subject in which Miss Evans had long 

been interested; namely , the origin of Christianity . 

Straus s had attempted to p rove that the belief in the 

divinity of Christ rested on legends that h ad grown up 

in the p ious i magina t ions of his early followers , a 

book so daring in its interpr etation of the origin of 

Chr istianity that it excited much attention among a l l 

thos e who had broken away from the old belief . That 

Mis s Evans d id not become a di s c iple of Str auss is 

probably due to t he fact t hat she preferred Hennell 1 s 

i n te rpretation of Christianity . Though the laborious 

task of translation was oft en very distastefu l , it was 

va l u able to her as a menta l discipline, concent rating 

her s t udi e s on one poi nt and serving as a steadying in

fluenc e . It al s o strengthened her habit of p i ercing 

i n to the dep ths of an author 1 s meaning . The cre ditable 

and s cholarly manner with which she execut ed the work 

pr omp t ed t he fol l owing comment from the Westminster 

Rev iew : 

The aut h or could hardly h ave spoken better had 
hi s c ountry and l anguag e be en English . The wor k has 
eviden t ly fallen into the hands of one who has not 
onl y e ff ec t ive command of both languages , but a 
fam iliar ity with t he subject-matter of t h e ol ogical 
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phr aseology . 26 
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Among o t her translation s that Miss Evans undertook 

was Feuerbach 1 s Essence of Christiani t y , a work whose 

influence on he r was greater than Strauss•s . A summary 

of Feuerbach 1 s idea will be sufficient explanation for 

its approva l by one who already rejected the belief in 

Chr istianity bu t upheld the spirit of religion , Accord

ing to Feuerbach , the mind creates for i t self object i ve 

images corresp onding to its subjective states , and 

repr oduc e s its feeling s in the outward world . In reality 

ther e is n o objective fact corresp onding to these sub

jec t ive ideas , but what the mind conc e ives to exist is a 

nece s sary produc t of i ts own ac t ivity . The mind believes 

i n God , which is man ' s way of realizing the perfect type 

of hi s own natu r e , but God does not exist ; he is a true 

pic tur e of man •s soul , a necessar y p roduct of h is feel

i ng and consciousness . All r eligi ous i deas are true 

subjective ly , and Christianity especially cor r e sp onds to 
27 

the inwar d wants and as p i r ations of the soul , In 

Feuerbach •s doctrine t h at r eligion gives fit expression 

t o the emo tional life and spiritual aspirations of man , 

and t h at what it finds with in in no de gree corresp onds 

26 Cooke , Geor ge Eliot , p . 24 . 
27 Ibid, , pp . 26- 27 . 
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with that which surrounds man without , George El iot 

found the expression of one of her de epest convictions . 

The benefits derived from the translation, however , 

ext ended beyond her own life: she became the means of 

bringing some of the most germinativ e of continenta l 

ideas within the reach of English students . 

The completion of the translations of Fauerbach 

and Strauss removed a very he avy burden and left Miss 

Evans fre e for the more pleasant task of reading . 

Once free f r om the paths of Biblical criticism, she 

t urned to the enjoyment of a gr eat body of literature 

s o v aried in its nature that her reflections gave rise 

to t he u t terance of many profound philosophical ideas . 

The i deas advanced at t his time have a particular sig

ni f i cance for this discussion becau se of the fact that 

they are the underlying ideas in the philosophy later 

set forth in her novels . The importance she attached 

to s elf-sacrifice, to worsh iping at the divine i mage of 

truth , and to t he unalterable eff ect of one human b eing 

upon another is , though les s frequen t ly uttered , no 

l es s evident in h er correspondence dur ing this period 

of her c are er t h an in t he pages of her novels . It will 

not be t he purp os e of t h is part of the discussion to 

give a de t ailed account of her reading , but rather to 

po i nt out in her reaction to her reading those phases 
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of her thinking that later developed into an established 

philosophy . 

It is inter esting to note that almost without ex-

ception it was the moral aspect of l i t erature that 

engaged her attention . In Richardson 1 s Sir Charles 

Grandison she found great delight , and declared that 

t he morality was perfec t , 

I had no idea that Richardson was worth so much , 
I have had more pleasure from him than from all the 
Swedish novels together , The morality is perfect , -
there is noth ine; for the new lights to correct . 28 

J ane Eyre had both her approval and disapproval ; she 

admired the author ' s treatment of the significance of 

self- s acr ifice but not the motive behind it . 

I have read J ane Eyre , and shall be glad to know 
what you admire inTI, ------xTl self- sacrifice is good , 
but one would like it tooe ma somewhat noolercause 
than that of a diabolical law which chains a man 
soul and body to a putr efyine; carcase . 29 

I n The Shadow of the Clouds she was interest ed in the 

matter of transubstantiation , a doctrine very force

fully preached in her novels . 

Poor and sh allow as one •s own so lll is , it is 
blessed to t h ink that a sort of transubstantiation 
is possible by whi ch tne"grearer ~ can live in 

v 

28 Cross, The Life of George Eliot , Vol , I, p . 123 , 
29 Ibid,, Vol , I, P • 141 . 
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us , Egotism apart , another ' s greatness, beauty , or 
filiss is one • s own , 30 

Francis Newman ' s innate goodness prompted a remark from 

Miss Evans that was the summation of her idea of the 

importance of worshiping at the divine image of truth. 

His sou l is a blessed yea . There i s a sort of 
blasphemy in that pr overbial phrase , "Too good to be 
true . 11 The highest inspiration of the purest , nob lest 
human sou'ris fhe nearest expressTon of the trutfi.31 

Of her favorite , Rousseau , she declared that it would 

signify nothing if ·some wise person st,mned he r with 

proof t hat his views of life , r e l i g ion , and government 

were very erroneous . 

It woul d not be the les s true that Rousseau ' s 
genius has sent t ha t electric thri l l through my in
tell ect and moral frame which has awakened me to new 
perceptions - which has made man and nature a fresh 
world of thought and feeling to me; and this not by 
teaching me any n ew belief , 32 

Neither did it mat t er to her that she could not accep t 

George Sand's moral code . 

I cannot read six page s of hers without feeling 
that it is g iven to he r to delineate human passion 
and its results and some of the moral instincts and 
their tendencies, with such truthfulness , such nicety 
of d i scriminat ion , such tragic p ower , and withal such 

30 Cross , The Life of George Eliot , Vol , I , p . 149 , 
31 Ibid., Vol ,""r-;-p-:-143 ( Italics are the p res ent 

writer , s:-,-
32 Ibid., Vol . I , p . 147 , 
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with nothing but one 1 s own dull faculties , and not 
!mow so much as those six pages will suggest . 33 
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This was sufficient for he r as a r eason for bowing be

fore George Sand. Of Car~yl e 1 s eul ogy on Emerson she 

wrote as follows : 

I have shed some delicious tears over i t . This 
i s a world worth abiding in while one man can thU:S
veneraEeanme another~ --- - - -- -- --

Such ideas as these were not mere ly chance remarks ; 

her l e tters ar e fi lled with them . A summary of the 

pr incipal phases of her thought as set forth in her 

letters at this peri od would include the fundamental 

ideas of what we call George Eliot 1 s philosophy. 

Durine; the illness and death of her father , Miss 

Evans exper ienced a sp iritual gr owth that minimized 

her suffer ing and rested on t h e same qualit i es that 

ru l ed the live s of some of her greatest characters . 

The doctrines of resigna t i on and s elf-abnegation that 

moulded the lives of Romola and Dorothea Brooke must 

have been born in Miss Evans as she attended her father 

in his long illness . In her faithful devotion to him 

she not only lived an existence entirel y out of hers elf, 

but she also l earned , through h er sorrow , to look up on 

33 Cross , The Life of George Eli~~~ Vo l . I , p . 147 . 
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life with a much broader and deeper sympathy . In her 

correspondence with Miss Rennell and other in timate 

friends she had much to say of the consolations der ived 

from nursing her father . 

I have found already some of the "swe e t uses" that 
belong onl y to what is c alled trouble , which is, after 
all , only a deepened gaze into life , like the s i ght 
of the darker blue and the thickening host of stars when 
the hazy effect of twilight is gone . I am entering on 
a new period of my life , which makes me look back on 
the p ast as something incredib ly poor and contemptible . 
I am enjoying repose , strengthA and ardor in a greater 
degree than I have ever known , .:,4 

When Mr. Evans 1 s death occurred , on May 31 , 1849-, Miss 

Evans•s grief was a l mo st too great to be borne , but 

death was for her , as it was for many of the characters 

of her own creation, a means of drawing her into a 

deGper and truer sympathy with her fellow men . 

rt fortunate ly happened that at the time of Mr . 

Evans 1 s death the Brays were p lanning a trip to the 

continent , and Miss Evans , who seemed entirely unable 

to overcome her grief, accepted their invitation to 

join them . The group sp ent several weeks in Geneva , 

after wh ich the Brays returned h ome , and Miss Evans 

decided to remain , Dur ing the next eight months beauti

ful scenes and new acquaintances afforded her a delight -

34 cross, The Life of George Eliot, Vol . I, p . 141 . 
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f ul, sooth ing change. Though her corresp ondence during 

the months at Geneva is particul arly interesting, there 

is little in it of value for t he purposes of this dis

cus sion . 

Up on her return to England she spent a short time 

with her brother and then made her home with Mr . and 

Mrs . Bray fo r the next sixteen months. During those 

mon ths she wrote a review of Mackay 1 s Progres s of the 

Intellect , of p articular importance here because she 

agreed with the philosophy of the author . Mr. Mackay 1 s 

purpose was to show that divine revelation is no t to be 

found exclusively i n the records of any one nation but 

is coextensiv e with the history of human development . 

Miss Evans 1 s review contained these remarkable pass ages: 

The master - key to thi s revelation i s the r ecogni
tion of the p res ence of undeviating law in the material 
and moral world , - of that invariability of se que nce 
which is acknowledged t o be the b asis of physical science , 
but which is still perversely i gnored in our socia l 
organization, our ethics , and our religion. It is th i s 
invar iability of s equence which can alone givevaiue'fo 
experienc e , anarender educafron-;-fn7;lle°true sense, -
po s s i ble ••••• Every p ast phase of human development is 
part of that educaffonof Tiierace In'"wiiich we are -
shar ing ; every mistake,every absuraityinto"""iiiliicli poor 
human·nat ure has fall en , may b e looked on as an ex
peri ence of which we may reap the benefit . 35 

All through her l i f e George Eliot preached with unvarying 

35 Cros s, The Life of Geor ge Eliot , Vol. I , p . 189 . 
(Ita lics are thepres entwr!l;erTs.~ 
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earnestness the impossibility of separatine our l ives 

from those of the generations who live before us . 

soon after Geor ge Eliot wrote the sympathe tic re

view of The Progress of the Intellect , she accepted a 

position as assistant editor of the Westmi nster Review , 

and a new p eriod , emphat ically an important one , opened 

in her life . It may be doubted that one who had spent 

her life in the p rovinces and had had no concern in 

periodical literature would be capable of doing editorial 

work in London , but Miss Evans 1 s experience not only 

fitted her for the duties of an editor but was such as 

t o prec lude any disastrous effects from the new social 

and intellectual environment of London . She had long 

been a serious student of life as represented by the 

best minds of the past and of her own age; and she 

was , as a result , keenly aware of all the disintegr at ing 

forces of her age . Though she no longer believed in 

the c reeds and practices of religion , she r e t a ined a 

deep l y religious nature . A certai n conservat ive bias 

and a deep , moral earnestness had p revented her becoming 

a b lind disciple to any system of thought , but i n the 

positive teach ings of Charles Bray she found a means 

of shaping her own phi l osophy . The view of life that 

she developed was based on exper i ence , a broad , human 

sympathy , and a belief in the efficacy of moral conduct . 
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Such was Mi s s Evans 1 s outlo ok on life when she took up 

her new duties in 1851. That she was already lar ge ly 

in accord with the intellec tual tr ends of her new en

virorunent it is the pur po se of the next chapter to 

establ i sh , 



CHAPTER III 

GEORGE ELI OT 'S ENTRANCE I NTO THE COMTIS T MILI~U 

"As Goethe came after Lessing , Herder , and Kant , so 

George Eliot came after Comte, Mil l , and Spencer. Her 

books are to be read in the light of the ir speculations, 

and she embodied in liter ary for ms what they utter ed as 
1 

science or philosophy . 11 As has been stated alre ady , it 

is the purpose of this di scussion to prove that this 

assertion is unfounded i n the sense tha t it i s inter

preted to mean that George Eliot was supplied wi th a 

phil osophy by Comte , Mill, and Spencer . As a basis for 

the pr oof , the na ture of George Eliot 1 s experience pre 

vious to her first c ontact with Comt ian philosophy was 

set forth in Chapter One . Before further p r oof c an be 

offered , it wi ll be necessary to poi nt out the princ i p l e s 

of Comt i an philosophy , or Pos itivism, t he s ys t em of 

thought to which she i s gene r ally bel i eved to be in

debted for her own philosophy of l ife . 

Positi vism is a philo s ophic al t e rm , app li ed somewh at 

loosely to any system whi ch confines itself to t he data 

of experience and declines to recognize a pr i or i or 

1 Cooke , George Eliot , p . 2 . 
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2 
metaphysical sp eculat ion , From the point of view of 

methodol ogy the term 11posit ive 11 is conceived in polemi 

cal opp osition to the metaphysical ab stractions of 
3 

t raditiona l philosophy, We call "positive" the facts 

and things of immedia te percept ions as well as the 

re l ations and uniformities which t hought may discover 

in them without transcending experience , On the other 

hand , we call 11metaphysical 11 every inquiry which cl a ims 

t o go beyond the sphere of the empirical , Thus Hume 

was a posi tivist inasmuch as he restricted philosophy 

to t he spher e of t he ob servation , Simi l ar ly Mill , 

Spencer , and other physical sci entis t s viewed the uni

verse from the positivist s t andpoint , In its commonest 

acceptation, however, the term is used of the philosophy 

of Auguste Comte , from whom the idea of a new p ositive 

and s cient i f ic er a of human thought was adop ted widely 

by scholars during the second half of the ninete enth 

century . 

August e Comte (1798-1857) was a Fr ench philosopher 

whose doc t rine was to the nineteenth centur y s omething 

more than tha t which Bacon 1 s was to the s eventeenth and 

e i ght eenth centuries , Hi s prominence in the realm of 

t hought r es t s up on the fact tha t he conceived the idea 

2 Encyc l opedia Britannica , Vol , XVIII , p , 302 , 
3 Social Science , Vol . XII, p . ?.60 . 
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that social, like physical_,phenomena might be reduced 

to laws of science , and that all philosophy should be 

focused upon t he moral and political imvrovement of 

mankind , His purpo se was to "create a Philosophy of 
4 

the Sciences as a basis for a new social faith" , Be-

lieving that the evolution of the human mind proceeded 

according to definite laws , he set forth in his 

Positive Philosophy the Law of the Three States , or the 

fundamental Law of human development . According to his 

dec laration : 

There are but three phases of intellectual evo l u
tion - for the individual as wel l as the mass - the 
Theolog ic a l (Supernatural) , the Metaphysical , and the 
Pos itive . In the Supernatural phase the mind se eks 
causes ; it a sp ires to lmow the essence s of things , and 
t'he1row and Why of their operation , ft regards all 
ef fe cts as the produc t ions of supernatural agents , In 
the Metaphysical phase , a modif ic ation takes p lace; 
the supernat ural agents are set aside for abstract 
forces or Entities supp osed to inhere in various sub 
stanc es and capable of engendering phenomena , In the 
Positive ph ase , the mind, convinced of the fu t ility of 
all inquiry into c auses and es sences , res tricts itse lf 
to the discovery ol'""7;ne laws of phenomena , 5 

Th e first and gr eatest aim of the positivist philosophy 

is to advance the study of society into t he third of 

the three stages - to remove social phenomena from the 

sphere of t heological and metaphysical conceptions, and 

4 Lewes , Comte 1 s Phi l osophy of the Sciences, Vol, I, 
p . 9 , 

5 Ibid,, Vol, I, pp , 10- 11 , 
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to introduce among them the same s cientific obs ervation 

of their laws which has given us physics , chemistry , 

and physiology . Bef ore Comte "no one had ev er schemed 

a Social Sci ence ; that the phenomena of soc i ety - men 

aggregated in masse s - were governed by l aws as absol ute 

and rigorous as those governing the cosmic al phenomena , 

was barely su spected , and nothing had been done toward 
6 

their systematic coordinat ion. " Comte 1 s disclosure of 

the necessity of t r eating all social thought as an in

te rrelated whol e had a most profound infl uence upon t he 

subsequent dev e l opment of the various social sciences ; 

but for the purposes of t hi s the s i s , the mor al or reli 

g iou s princip l es later s et forth by Comte are more 

significant . 

When Comte had c omp l eted his gr ea t work i n Positive 

Ph ilosophy and his scien t i fic e l aboration was over , he 

was ready to ent er upon the gre a t problems of Socia l 

Lif e . Fortunate l y at thi s time , when Com te was forty

five , he fell in l ove ; and a year of chaste and ex quisite 

affection changed his life . I t was then that he began to 

fee l i n all its intensity the t r u.th which he had pe r 

ce i ved before ; namely , "that in the mass , as in the indi

vidual , predominance is due to the aff ections , becaus e 

6 Lewes , Comte •s Philosophy of the Sciences , Vol . I , 
pp . 10-11. 
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the intellect is really no more than the servant of 
7 

the affections , " Under this new inflnence he learned 

to appreciate the abiding and univers al i mpor tance of 

the affections; he grew deeply religious and aspired to 

become the founder of a new religion - the religion of 

Humanity , This phase of his phi l osophy he outlined in 

the Systeme de politique pos itive . 

Inasmuch as George Eliot , the subject of this 

thesis , preached a religion of Humanity , the principles 

set forth by Comte shoul d be kept in mi nd , The central 

thesis of the Systeme is the necessity of unifying all 

divergent be liefs and practices through t he establish

ment of a religion of Humanity , with emphasis on the 

improvement of the social organism by a moral deve l op

ment rather than mere politica l mechanism , "If Comte • s 

system has one capital distinction more remarkab l e than 

another, it is the absolute predominance of the moral 

po i nt of view - the rigorou s subordinat ion of t he in-
8 

tellect to the heart ." Comte taught t hat a moral t rans-

formation must precede any real advance , and that the 

aim of bo t h publi c and private life is to secure to the 

utmost possible extent the victory of the social feeling 

7 Lewes , Comte•s Phi losophy of the Sciences , Vol. I , 
p . 6 , 

8 Ibid,, Vol. I, p . 9 , 
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over self-love , or altruism ov er egoism, Feeling , or 

t h e heart , i s the instrument for securing the subordina

tion of self; and the subordination can be effec t ed 

only by mean s of a religion , The characteristic basi s 

of any r eligion is the exi stenc e of a power withou t u s , 

so super i or to ourselves as to command the complete 

submission of our wh ole life , According to Comte ' s 

system , that p ower i s Humanity conce ived as the Great 

Being , It is pos s ibl e , t hr ough such a conception , to 

make re ligi on permeate every human action , thought , and 

emot ion . Control of all ac tion , whe ther politic a l , 

economic , or international , by mor al judgment came to 

be a car dina l dut y i mp osed on Positivists in all p laces 

and at a ll times , 

So we ll did thi s new idea of religi on fit in wi th 

the f low of English t hought, which had begun to l ook 

up on matters of fact wi th someth ing like reverence , 

that Posi t i vism became the re lig ion and phi losophy of 

the day . In England t he system grew t o such an extent 

that i nstitut ions wer e se t up f or instruction in Posi 

tivism , their object being to inculca t e positive convic

tions wi th a view to Posi tivis t life . The history of 

t he progress of t hes e Positivist institutions is ex

tremely interest ing , but it is bes i de t h e purp ose of 

this discussion , The cardinal p r incip l es of the system 
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as set :forth by Comte and h i s disciples , part icul arly 

Lewes and Spencer , will be the means of determining the 

extent of George Eliot ' s compliance with the movement . 

Inasmuch as the immediate purpose of this chapter is 

to show how she came into contact with the Comtian 

phi losophy , the interpretations of Lewes and Spencer , 

through whom she made the contact , will be re served for 

further di scussion . Lest there be any doub t about the 

under lying p rincip l es of Positivism , they are here set 

forth more explicitly . The first essential to be kept 

in mind is t hat the true positivist spirit consists in 

always substituting the study of laws for that of c auses -

the how for the why . It insists that al l reforms must be 

gradual, complicated , sp iritual , and moral - not material 

and legislative . Its distinctive aim is to promul ga te 

the conception of a real re ligion based on pos itive 

sc ience . Its ideal i s gradually to form the sense of a 

religion of Humanity . Its benefits are best set forth 

in the words of Frederic Harrison, whose name became 

synonymous with Positivism : 

Religion will be pan t of the citizen ' s daily life : 
more social than pers onal, more civic than domestic, 
more practical than mystical; it wi l l be the guidance 
of right living by the light of p ersonal and social duty 
as taught by a systematic sociol ogy; its worship will be 
t he expression of loyalty to Humanity in a ll its phases . 9 

9 Giles , Great Relig ions , p . 180 . 
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With these cardin a l ideas in mind , let u s observe t hat 

period of George Eliot •s experience when she was brought 

i nto contact with Positivist i nfluences . 

As was mentioned at the close of Chap ter One , Miss 

Evans accepted a position as assis tant editor of the 

Westminster Review i n 1851 . Through her trans l ation s 

and the rev iew of The Progre s s of the Int ellec t sh e had 

arous ed the interest of Mr . Chapman, t he pub l isher , to 

the extent that he had made frequent visits to Rosehill, 

chiefly for the purpose of making fur t her inv estigation 

of Miss Evans 1 s talents , He was soon convinced that her 

wide knowl edge of fore i gn and English literature , and 

he r will ingne ss to perform any kind of drudgery , were 

admirable qualif icat i ons f or the position . Previous to 

her actual emp loyment on the s taff , however , Mr . Chapman 

obtained her assistance in 11 t he publicat ion of a 

cat a logue raissone of philosophic l iterature - his ovm 

philosophic pub lic ations particularly - and also i n the 

revivi ng and resuscitat ing of the We stminster Review as 

a per iodical of Liberal views in philosophy and li tera-
10 

ture 11 • Part of this work was done by cor res pondence , 

but most of it was done while Mis s Evans was a boarder 

in the home of Mr . Chapman . A gr eat dea l of importance 

10 Haldane , George Eliot and Her Times, p . 74. 
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is attached to the latter arrangemen t because of the 

f ac t tha t it was Miss Evans 1 s introduction to an uncon

v entional life that was to pr ove an awakening force to 

her . But t he fact that Miss Evans wa s entrusted with 

the r espons ibility of such work as Mr . Chapman had 

given her is of much gr eat er importance , Did it not 

indicate that her own philosophy was substantially that 

held by the editor and hi s contributors? A letter 

written by Miss Evans hardly nine months after she 

a ssumed her dutie s includes a statement that makes an 

affirma tive answer p lausible , 

I had a long call from George Combe yesterday . 
He says he thinks the "Westminster" under my manage 
ment , t he most i mport ant means of enlightenment of 
a lit e r ary nature in existence , 11 

A brief statement in regard t o the Westminster 

Review will further support the vi ew that Miss Evans 

al r e ady entertained Libera l views . Or i ginally a 

Benthamite organ , the magaz ine became a r ej uvenated 

public a tion under Chapman , and the organ of the 

Positivist philos ophy . The periodical had always had , 

because of its advocacy of Radical philosophy , a r a ther 

struggling existence; but regardless of that fact, it 

became under Mr , Chapman the advoc a t e of the boldest 

11 Cross , Life of Geor ge Eliot , Vol . I, p , 208 . 
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and most f ear l ess philosophy of the time , Among its 

contributors were Spencer , Froude, Mill, Lewes , and 

Harrie t Martineau . Spencer had j us t brought out his 

Soci a~ Sta tics , pronounced by Lewe s to be the be st 

book on t he subject; Froude was becoming a disciple 

of the p rophe t Carlyle; Mill, t h ough at this time much 

of a recluse , was a warm disciple of Comte ; Miss 

Martineau was comp iling an abridgement of Comte I s work ; 

and George Henry Lewes had written as an adherent of 

Comte ' s doctrine . Ac c ording to Elizabeth S , Haldane 's 

George Eliot and Her Times, "George Eliot was al s o a 
12 

contributor , besides doing t he edi torial work . " These 

f ac t s - t he ch aracteristics of the Westminster Review, 

the p ersonnel of its contributor s, and the nature of 

Miss Evans I s work - are evidence that Mr , Chapman had 

empl oyed one who would not be antagonistic to positivi st 

views , 

The nature of Miss Evans 1 s work soon made her 

more or l e s s f amiliar wi th all the eminent writers on 

the side of intellectual advancemen t , and her p resence 

a t the fortnightly gatherings at Mr . Chapman ' s home in 

the Str and brought her into ev en closer contact with 

t h e scientific and positivist thinkers , She was thrown 

12 Op , cl~,, p , 76 , (Italic s not Miss Haldane 1 s.) 
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into a new social environmf'l nt , and was soon shocked to 

find that the relations be twe en men and women were the 

p ivot on which other relations moved . Her passionate 

natur e, so long restrained by philosophic and intellec

tual studies , was aroused to t h i s new po i nt of view; 

and life took on new color for her . Her interest in 

the intellectual ideas of her associates was heightened 

by a new enjoyment of life itself . In the new e nviron

ment and the new fri ends she found an answer to the 

passionate cry for recognition and reciprocity that had 

been char acteristic of her from childhood. 

The only clear c onception of Mis s EVans 1 s activi t i e s 

during her association with the Westminster Review is 

one obtained by r eading her letters in their proper 

s e quenc e . From the beginninf the letters are indic ative 

more of a newly awakened happines s in life than of any 

new understanding derived from pur ely intellectual con

t acts . There is nothing whatever to indicate that she 

was exp eriencing any difficulty in adapting herse lf to 

new intellectual ideas, a fact in itse l f conclusive 

proof that the positivist trend of thought was not dis

turbing to her . A mere collection of statements and 

opinions appearing i n the letters wr itten during her 

first year in London offers, even in its brevi ty, 

proof that the social aspect s of life were her greates t 
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int erest : 

Dr . Brabant returned to Bath yesterday . He very 
politely took me over to the Crystal Pa l ac e , the 
theatre , and the Overland Route . On Friday , we had , 
among some other nice people , a Mr , Herbert Sp encer , 
who has just brought out a l arge work on "Social Stat ics" • 
••• • I am reading with great amusement J , H. Newman ' s 
"Lee tures on the Posit ion of the Cat h olics 11 , , ••• We went 
to quite a gay party at Mrs . Mackay 1 s on Saturday , •• • • 
I had two offers last night - not of marriage , but of 
mus ic, - wh i ch I f i nd it i mp ossible to resist . Mr , 
Herbert Spencer proposed to take me on Thursday to hear 
"Will iam Te l 1 11 , and Miss Parkes asked me to go with her 
to he ar the "Creation" on Friday , ••• • The op inions on 
the various articl es in the "Review" are, as before, 
r idiculously various , •••• We had quite a bri ll iant 
soiree yesterday e vening, W. R. Greg , Fo r ster (of 
Lawdon) , Francis Newman , the Ellises , and Louis Blanc 
were the stars of the gr eat es t magnitude , , ••• My days 
have slipt away i n a most mysterious f ash ion l a t e l y , -
chiefly , I suppose , in long wal ks and long talks , 13 

Among the acquai n t ances in Mis s EVans 1 s letters , 

there was one t hat soon developed into a lasting friend

ship - t hat with Mr . Herbert Spencer , the most radical 

of the Positivist philosophers , Spencer was the most 

frequent of the vis itors at the Chapman home ; hence 

Miss EVans saw much of him . At the time of the ir ac 

quaintanc e Mis s Evans was th i rty- two year s of age and 

wholly without personal at t r activeness . Spencer was a 

cold- hearted , self- suf f icient phil osopher who had never 

been in love , but Miss EVans 1 s gr eat intell ec t, con

joined with her womanl y qualities and manner, so 

13 Cross , Life of George Eli ot , Vol . I , pp . 191- 207 , 
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attracted h im that he was usua lly at her side at the 

fortnightly gatherings. "She was , howev er , nothing more 

than an inter e s ting phenomenon to him . In his mind the 

t wo were simp ly good comrades , whose minds were set on 
14 

things hi c:her than love in its concrete form ." But 

Miss Evans 1 s attraction to Mr. Spenc er was s omewhat 

different , as may be seen from the following successive 

remar ks about him duri ng the first year of their ac 

quaintance: 

I went to the Opera on Saturday with 1My excell ent 
friend Spencer ', as Lewes call s him . We have agreed 
that there is no reason why we should no t have as much 
of each other 1 s s ociety as we like . He is a good , 
delightful creature , and I always f e e l better for hav
ing been with him . •••• My brightest spot, next to my 
old friends , is the deliciously calm new f r iendsh ip 
Tiiat Herbert Spencer gives me . We sef)0ach other every 
day , and have a delightful cameraderie in ev er5t h ing . 
But for him my life would be desolate enough.l 

The real esteem i n which George Eliot held Spencer is 

indicated by the fac t that for a time h e alone held 

the secret of the authorshi p of "Scenes of Clerica l 

Life". 

In consideration of the high p l ace that Spencer 

he ld among the phi lo sophers of his day , and in view of 

the fact that he wa s George Eliot ' s friend for more 

14 Hal dane , George Eli ot and Her Time s , p . 83 . 
15 Cross , Life of Geor ge Eliot , Vol. I, pp . 205 - 207. 
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than twenty years, it is necessary to po int out as 

definitely as pos s i b l e the car dinal p rinciples of his 

philos ophy i n an effort t o determine its effect up on 

George Eliot , 

Spencer 1 s significance in the history of English 

thought depends upon his effort to app ly the evolution 

theory to every fie l d of study , Spencer claimed that 

he was a l ways an evolutionist, but it is quit e evi dent 

tha t his idea of e volut ion developed gr adually . His 

theories varied from his initial conc eption that the 

exis t ing order of nature i s the r esu l t of a gradu a l 

process to his final conception that ev olution i s the 

supreme law of the univers e . He began to publish about 

184 2 , and the topic s of his es says range from Comt ism, 

the nebul ar hypothesis , and per sonal beauty t o railway 
16 

policy and the philosophy of style , His Synthetic 

Phi l osophy , publi shed in 1860 , was an effor t to app ly 

one large key- c onception to matter , to life , to mind , 

and to society . In his First Princip l es , 1862 , he set 

forth the theory t hat ultima te scientific ideas are 

i nconc e ivable; that is , repr esen tati ons of reali t i es 

that cannot be comprehended. Later he cam e to look upon 

religion as well as science in the l i ght of the Unknowable 

16 Elton, A survey of English Literature, Vol . III , 
p . 70 . 
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or Inconceivable , and came to the conclusion that al l 
17 

ul timate re l igious ideas are l ogically i nconceivab l e . 

His inquiries also penetrated the realm of mor als . He 

taught that application of the l aw of natural se l ection 

to conduct would make conduc t, like anythi ng e l se , good 

or bad according as it was well adapted to the ends of 

life . He insisted that duty will become l ess and l ess 

obligatory and necessary in the future , because action 

will be in harmony with the i mpul ses of t h e inner man 

and with the conditions of environment . This idea of 

the evol ution of moral s he made applicab l e t o the rac e 

as well as to indiv i duals . He exp l ained his be l ief that 

every generation of social l iving deep ened the impulse s 

to mutual aid as follows : 

Unceasing social discipline wi l l so mould human 
natur e that eventuall y sympathetic pl easures wi l l be 
sp ontaneously pursued to the fullest extent advanta
geous to all . The sense of duty , which i s the echo of 
generations of compulsion to social behavior , wil l then 
dis appear ; altruistic actions having become instinc
tive through their natural se l ection for social utility , 
will like every instinctive operation , be performed 
wi thout compulsion and with joy .18 

In the mat t er of religion Spencer was much more of a 

rationalist than some of his contemp oraries . He re 

jected the idea that the real ity of religi on i s pure l y 

17 Durant , The Story of Philos_ophy , p . 395 . 
18 Ibid., p . 425 . 
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subjective , The underlying principles of the re ligion 

of Humanity he criticized as countenanced neither by 

induction nor by deduct ion, Such we re the beliefs 

he l d by the man with whom George Eliot had formed a 

close friendship . That she di ffer ed from him in some 

respects wi ll be pointed out in the course of this dis 

cussion; that she admired him greatly has already been 

shown by citing her own r emarks concerni ng h im, Regard

l ess of what his direct influence upon Miss EVans was , 

he was responsible for her introduction to the man who 

unquestionably exerted a g r eat i nf luence over her during 

the last twenty-five years of her life , 

In a letter to Mrs . Bray, written in September , 

1851 , Miss Evans records her introduction to Mr . Lewes 

as follows : 11 I was introduced to Lewes the other day 

in Jeff ' s shop , - a sort of miniature Mi rabeau in ap 

pear ance ." Ac c or ding to Cross (Life of George Eliot), 

this was merely a f ormal and casual introduction , and 

the fact that George Eliot was ever· br ought into close 

re l ation with Lewes was due to Herbert Spencer ' s having 

taken h im to call on her in the Strand l ater in this 
19 

year , The nex t men tion of Mr . Lewes in the l etters is 

recorded in this manner : 

19 Op . cit ., Vol . I , pp . 196-197 . 



Lewes says his article on "Julia von Krudener" 
will be glorious . He sat in the same box with us 
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at t he "Merry Wives of Windsor", and he l ped to carry 
off the dolourousnes s of the p lay.20 

From that time f orward Lewes is spoken of in terms of 

respect and admiration , though it is apparent that 

Miss Evans was not especially attracted to him at 

fi r st : "Mr . Lewes is especially kind and attentive 

and has quite won my regard , after having had~ good 
21 

deal of my vi tupera ti on . 11 

The friendship that developed between Mis s Evans 

and George Henry Lewes was, as every reader of George 

Eliot knows , a momentous one . At the time of their 

first acquaintance , Lewes had a l ready secured for him

self a wi de reputation in the literary world , one that 

made his opinion on any subj ect valuable . He was also 

a man of such extraordinary versatility and r emarkable 

social charm that it was impossible to be dull in his 

company; hence it is not surprising t hat Mis s Evans 

enjoyed his friendship . If, however, one may judge 

from the relationship in which Lewes is mentioned in 

her l e tters , her real attraction to him must have been 

due to the de eper side of his ch aracter and to his in

tellectual interests. In the cour se of their friendship, 

20 Cros s , Life of George Eliot, Vol. I, p . 197 . 
21 Ibid., Vol. I , p . 228 (Italics are the present 

writer •s-;-r-
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she points out that "like a few other peop l e in t he 

world , he is much better than he se ems - a man of 
22 

hear t and conscience we aring a mask of f lipp ancy". 

Likewise we find her appar ently defending his phi l oso

phic conceptions : 

Harriet Martineau , with incomprehensib l e ignorance , 
jeers at Lewes for i ntroducing p sychology a s a science 
in his Comte papers . Why , ComteniiiiseTrnolds psycho
logy to be a nece s s ary link in the chain of science ~ 
Lewes only sugges ts a change in it s r el ations. 23 •••• 
Pray do not lay the sins of the Atomic the ory t o poor 
Lewes • s charge . It is as remote from his style , both 
of thinking and writing, as anything can be . 24 

The letters also become indicative of a deep , persona l 

interest . She mentions that she is correcting Leader 

proofs for Mr . Lewes , and f requently comments on the 

s tate of Lewes •s health, which is entirely unsatisfac

tory . J ust when t he re l a tionshi p became serious enough 

for the consideration of marriage is not discernib l e ; 

but there are r emarks which , viewed in the light of 

later occurrences , indic ate that she must h ave been 

cons i der i ng marriage with h i m more than a year previous 

to their union . 

22 Cross , Life of George Eliot , Vol, I, p , 228 , 
23 Ibid,, Vol, I , p , 214 . 
24 Ibid., Vol . I, p . 222 , 
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We had a p l easant evening last Wednesday . Lewes , 
as a l ways , g- enia l and amus inp; , He has quite won my 
liking , in spite of myse l f . Of course Mr . Bray highly 
approves the recommendation of t he Commissioners on 
Divorce , 25 

The next indication , other than a genera l tone of 

de epening friendship , occurs in 1854 in a l e tter to 

Charles Bray , when she very casua lly ment ions a trip 

to the continent . "It is quite possible that I may 
26 

wiah to go to the Continent , or t wenty other things , " 

Less than a month l ater , J u ly 20 , 1854 , the mo s t im 

portant event of her life occurred - she entered into 

a union wi th G. H. Lewes wi thou t legal sanction , The 

affectionate nature that had cried out s ince ch ild

hood for some one on whom to l ean had found an object 

for its devotion . 

The who l e tenor of the life that fol l ows i s the 

best bas i s on which to form a judgment on this momen

tous question of her union , but there are certain 

circumstances related to the act that shoul d be ex

pl a ined . First of all it shou l d be made plain that 

the union was not a deliberate defianc e of conven

tional ity . Mr , Lewes was mar r i ed to a young woman who 

deser t ed her home fo r the company of one or a group of 

25 Cross , Life of George Eliot , Vol . I , p . 227 . 
26 Ibid. , Vol , I, p . 238 , 
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young men who lived with the Leweses in a l arge house 

a t Kensing ton , When she repented the ac t , Lewe s forgave 

her and rece ived her back into his home ; but she l eft 

him a second time . According to t he laws of Engl and 

at that time , h is condonement of the act made it im

possible for him to secur e a di vorc e ; hence , sinc e they 

could not be married legally , he and Mis s Evans agreed 

to live t ogether without the formali t y of the marriage 

vow , No one wl1 o has read Geore;e Eliot cou l d be li eve 

that there was any pass i onate , individuali stic defiance 

of law in her case , Throughout her novels she exalts 

marr i age and treats it as one of the most sacred of all 

human relations , Al ways she repres ents i t as a .pure , 

holy , binding tie , a sacred obligat i on . When Romola 

is leaving Fl orence and her husband , Savonarol a b ids 

her turn back , and dec l ares to her that the obligat i on 

of marriage holds when all l ove is g one , even though it 

calls f or ren,m ciat ion and personal humiliation , 

My daughter , there is the bond of a h i gher l ove . 
Marr iage is not carna l onl y , made f or selfi sh de l ight • 
•••• If the cros s comes t o you a s a wife , you must 
carry it as a wi fe . You may say , 1 I wi l l fors ake my 
husband , bu t you cannot cease to be a wife ••..• Make 
your marr iage sorrows an of fer ing , too , my daughter : 
an offer i ng to the gr ea t work by which sin and sorrow 
are being made to c ease . 27 

27 Romol a , pp . 94- 95 (Book Two ) . 

I 
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The secret of Miss Evans 1 s a t ti t ude toward her marriage 

i s best set forth in the wor ds she l ater put i nto the 

mouth of Rufus Lyon : "The right to rebe l l i on is the 

right to seek a higher rule , and not to wander in mere 
28 

lawlessness , " She believed that there was a law of 

nature and social obligation higher than any rule of 

Parliament , and she entered in to the union with Mr . 

Lewes in obedience to that higher law . Obviously she 

saw in marriage a sacredness far greater than the 

matter of legal sanction , j u st as she had seen in 

r eligion a spiritual devo t ion great l y superior to an 

adher ence to creeds . It is possible that the infl uence 

of Comte was felt in the case of both Mr , Lewe s and 

Miss Evans, inasmuch as they saw in the marriage form 

a fulfillment of human , not of legal , requirements ; but 

it was to Miss Evans primarily the ans 'ver to a deep 

desire expressed many years before : 

The only ardent hope I have for my future life 
is to have given to me some woman ' s duty , - some pos
sibility of devoting myse lf where I may se e a daily 29 
r esult of pure calm bles sedness in the life of another . 

The p oint of view from which she r egarded her action is , 

fortunately , on record in a letter wr i tten to Mrs . Bray : 

28 Fe lix Holt , p . 222 , 
29 Cross , Life of Geor ge Eliot , Vol . I , p . 177 . 
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If there is any one ac tion or re l ation of my lif e 
which i s and al ways has been profoundly ser i ous , it is 
my relation to Mr , Lewes •••• • Light and eas ily broken 
t ies are what I n e ither des i re theoreti cal ly nor could 
live for pract ically . Women who are satisfied wi th 
such ti es do not act as I have done ••• • • Weare l e ad
ing no life of"s"e lf- indul gence , excep t indeed t hat , 
be ing happy in each other , we find everything easy . 
We ar e work i ng hard to prov i de for others better than 
we prov i de for ourselves , and to fulfill every resp on 
sibility that l ies up on us . 30 

According to those who have written of the uni on , in

cluding Mr . Cross , i t was in a l l save l egal sanc tion 

one of remarkable devot i on and happ i ne ss, one that 

he l ped both Miss Evans and Mr . Lewes to a more perf ect 

work and to a truer life . That there was no willf u l 

r ej ection of the l ega l sanction is unquestionab l y borne 

out i n the end by the fact that George Eliot •s mar r iage 

t o Mr . Cr oss was car r i ed ou t in the most orthodox and 

c onventional manner possible . 

In orde r to show the extent to which George Eliot • s 

mode of thought agre ed with p ositiv is t ideas , i t now 

becomes neces ~ary to st a t e the basi c philosophy of 

George Henry Lewe s , with whom she live d for t h e n ext 

t wenty- four years . 'l'he scope of Mr . Lewes I s work indi

c a t es tha t h e was mor e of a p opularizer of science and 

philosophy than an original wri t er , a man whose gifts 

were l iter ary rather t han phi losophic a l , He ga i ned an 

30 Cross , Life of George Eliot , Vol . I , p . 243 . 
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enviable reputat ion by the pub lic ation of his Biogr aphi 

cal History of Philosophy in 1845 . Thi s he followed 

wi th two novels and the Life of Robesp ierre . He also 

made vo l uminou s contributions to the leading Eng l ish 

periodicals of the day , particularly the Edinburgh 

Revi ew , Westmins ter Review , Blackwood 1 s Magaz ine , and 

Fr aser ' s Magazine . In 1849 h e becam9 l iterary edi tor 

of The Leader , a weekly journal of radical thought and 

po l it ics that came t o an end in 1854 . In 1852 he pub 

lished a series of eighteen articles on Comte 1 s Positive 

Philosophy , and in 1854 republished them under t.he title 

of Comte •s Philosophy of the Sciences . He then tur ned 

his attention to physiological studies . His Physiology 

of Common Life , 1858 , proved an extreme l y p opu l ar work 

because of the simple , comprehensive styl~ in whi ch he 

discussed the re l at ions of body and mind . '!he last 

years of his life wer A devoted to the preparation of a 

systematic expos ition of his phys iol ogical phi l osophy . 

All phases of his expositions were g iven to the pub l ic 

in readab l o and popular books , mal<ing his philos ophy 

suited to the wants of the general reader . Mr . Lewes 

was one of the ear l iest English di scip l 0 s of Comte , 

and as such he probab ly did more than any other per son 

to introduce Comtian philosophy to English students . 

In the prefac e of his Biogr aphical History of Philosophy 
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he announc ed with gr ea t audacity that philosophy had 

had its day , and was to be supers eded by Comte I s Posi 

tivism . Comte 1 s p ositive philosophy he made his own , 

but he went beyond Comte in psycholog ic a l re search with 

the doctrine of the dependence of the human mind on 

the soci a l medium . He not only held that the human 

mind is the produc t of experience in contact with the 

external world, transmitted by her edity and built up 

int o mental processes , but he maintained that the social 

medium is a much greater factor . In his interpretation 

of the evolut ion phi l osophy he resembled the leading 

Ger man transcendentali.sts , differing from them largely 

in a more scientific interpretation of heredity and 

environment . Lewes did not accep t the religiou s side 

of Comte I s late r philosophy . He accepted man I s ne ed 

of sp iri t ual culture and r eligi ou s deve l opment , but 

acc ording to hi s philosophy a man must find his spiritua l 

r eal ities and moral ideal s within the limits of' the uni 

verse as known to phi l osophy and in the organic l ife of 

the race . His treatment of many of the aspects of 

phi losophy was highly superficial, but the esteb lishment 

of Positivism i n England was l a r gely due to his efforts . 

Let us see now wherein George Eliot .was in accord 

with the Positivist philosophy of which Lewes was a 

life- long discip l e . George Eliot had come to London a 
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grave young lady profoundly inter ested in philosophy . 

Already ~he had passed through a spiritual c r isis in 

wh i ch she had be en liberated from the do@lla s of re li

g ious belief . Though Darwin • s Or i g i n of the Species 

had not appeared , she was highly sympathetic with the 

evo l utionary tendencies of her age and was fond of 

drawing illustrations f rom science , Through her tr ans 

lations and her study of fo reign liter atu:::·e she was 

fami liar with the l eading i deas of continental thought , 

but she had not definit e ly accepted any sys tem of 

thought , As a student she h ad expre ssed an ardent 

des ire that she mi ght live to reconci l e the philosophy 

of Locke with that of Kant . Dur i ng her years at Coven 

try , she had adopted a view of life that diff ered from 

the current t r end of thought only in systematic expre s 

sion . As proof of the fact that she found her Dim 

unsystematized belie f s large l y confirmed in the theorie s 

of the Positivists , we have only to observe the words 

that represented the ideas of each ; namel y , experience , 

heredity , a l tru i sm , deve l opment , l aw , feeling , subje c

tive immortality , A decade before her contact with the 

Comtists she had looked up on society as 11 a wide nursery 

of plants , where the hundreds de compose to nourish the 
31 

future ten" , She had cal l ed the master- key to Ivlackay 1 s 

31 Cross , Life of George Eliot , Vol . I , p . 57 . 
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revelation of the influence of the past his recognition 

of the presence o.f undeviatine; law in the material and 

moral wor ld , She had decla ed that the hwnan mind 

should study and obey with patience thA teachings of 

the inexorable l aw of consequences , The recognition 

of the priest ly function which one human being may bear 

to another had been a part of her thoughts .from ear ly 

girlhood days . '."/as she not already interpr eting social 

existence in acc ordance with the theories of man and 

nature ? Although she did not at any time affect to be 

an original philosopher , as early as 1847 she was con

temp lating a composit ion on the subject of " the superi 

or i t y of the consolations of philosophy to those of 
32 

(so- called) re ligion " , As an author she becamA what 

might be termed an arti s tic philosopher , for she ex

plained in terms of life the same theories which her 

contemnoraries explained in terms of science , ethics , 

and philosophy . But let us turn a s ide from the exam

ination of her es t abl ished i deas and consider other 

evidence that bears upon the evaluation o.f her experience , 

" George Eliot was preeminently a novelist and a 

poe t ; but she was the truest literary representat ive 

the nineteenth century afforded of its po_sitivist and 

32 Cro ss , Life of George Eliot , Vol. I , p . 1?3 . 
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33 
scientific tendencies , " The truth of this statement 

refutes the belie f that it was possible fo r George 

Eliot to have formulated her philosophic i deas dur ing 

the brief period of Comtis t influence preceding her 

career as an author . A new theory may be intellectually 

accepted as soon as its teachings are comprehended, but 

its absorption into the moral tissues is a long a nd 

difficult process , Is it not r emarkable then that as 

the contemporary of Comte , Spencer , Darwin , and Lewes , 

George Eliot should be able to giv e true literary ex

press ion to their ideas? Every new way of interpreting 

nature and life grows into form gr adually and under 

many different infL1ences , So it was with George Eliot . 

She did not tak , up her re sidence in London until she 

was thirty- t wo years of age , and previous to that time 

h e r acquaintance with :;ioc; itivist l ciaders was sl i ght , 

She had already come u nder a body of philosophic in

fluences that determined her thought , and the changes 

that occurred thereafter were in the direction of the 

philosophy a lready accepted . In her own words she at 

various t imes dec l ared tha t her sta ndpoint in philos ophy 

was arrived at quite independently of positivist in

f luenc e . concerning Spencer she wr ote as follows : 

33 Co oke , George Eliot , 166 , 
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Of Herbert Spencer's friendship I have had the 
honor and advantage for t wenty years, but I believe 
that every main bias of my mind had been taken before 
I knew him . Like the rest of his reader s , I am, of 
course indebted to him for much enlargement and 
c l arifyi ng of thought , 34 

Concerning Comte she had this to say: 11 I cannot submit 
35 

my intellect or my soul to the guidance of Comte, 11 Of 

Lewes she wrote not of indebtedness for a body of ideas 

but of gra titudes for love : "To the husband , whose 

perfect love has been the best source of her insight 

and strength , this manuscript i s given by his devoted 
36 

wife , the writer, 11 May we not take as final evidence 

her own statement in regard to the truths set forth 

in her novels? "My books are deeply serious things to 

me , and come out of all the painful disc i pline, all 
37 

the most hardly learnt le ssons of my past life , 11 

George Eliot ' s car eer as an author began at Lewes •s 

suggestion and through his encouragement a few months 

after their marr iage , Geor ge Eliot confesses that she 

had always cher i shed a "vague dream " that some time 

she might write a novel , but she had never g one further 

34 Quo t ed by Phelps , "Las t Words of Geor ge El i ot" , 
Har per 1 s Magazine, Vol , LXIV, p , 568 , 

35 Ibid ,, Vol , LXI V, p . 56 8 , 
36 Inscription to Romola, 
37 Cross , Life of George Eliot, Vol, II, p . 306 , 
38 ~ -, Vol , I, p , 306 , 
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towards the actual writing t han an introdu.ctory chapter 

describing Staffordshire village . Lewes recognized 

from this chapter , and f rom what he a l ready knew of her 

literary talent , that her field was novel writing ; 

consequently , the introductory chapter was exp anded 
39 

into Scenes of Clerical Life , pub lished in 1858 , and 

George Eliot ' s literary career was determined , In 

rapid succession she gave to the wor l d a group of n ove ls 

embodying a philosophy that was truly represen tative of 

the nineteenth century , 

39 The title i s correctly written Sc~nes of Clerical 

Life , though many reputable writers use~~ 
Clerical Life. In her letters George Eliot wrote 
Scenes of Clerical Life. 



CHAPTER IV 

GEORGE ELIOT ' S EXPERIENCE AS REFLECTED IN THE 

PHI LOSOPHY OF HER NOVELS 

The preceding chapter s of thi s dis cus s i on have 

dealt with Geor ge El iot 1 s exper ience prior to her 

career a s an aut hor , The nature of her exper ience 

during the thir t y - t wo year s of her lif e previous t o 

contact with Comt1 s·t infl uences was shown i n Chapter 

Two; likewise her entrance i nto t he Comtis t milieu 

was explained in Chapter Three , I t i s the pur pose 

now to exami ne each of her n ovels with a view to ex 

p laining the philosophi c ideas there i n in their re l a 

tion to her former experience . The nove l s wi l l be 

discussed in the chronologi cal order of their appear 

ance in order to show the cont inu i ty and l ogi cal 

development of George Eliot •s philosophy , 

The ap pearance of Scenes of Cl erical Life marked 

the beginning of a new era for George Eliot , and its 

success determined her literary career to be that of 
1 

a novel i st , The three stories included i n the book 

were submitted separately by Lewes and published 

anonymously in Blackwood 1s Magazine , In submitting 

1 "The Sad Fortunes of the Reverend Amos Bar t on"· 
11 Janet 1 s Re pentance "; 11 Mr , Gi lfi l 1 s Love Story" . ' 
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them Lewes exp lained that they were t o be " a serie s 

of tales and ske t ches illustrative of the actual life 

of our country cle r gy solely in its human and no t at 
2 

all in its t he olog i cal aspects " , so well did George 

Eliot accomplish t h is pur p ose that the pub l ishers 

and general pub lic i mmediate ly concluded t hat the 

author could be none other than a c l ergyman . The 

anonymity was p reserved , however , until the author 

ship was attributed to a Mr , Liggins , a Warwickshire 

cl er gyman who ref r ained from disavowing that he wa s 

the author , Thereupon the r eal author reveal ed her 

self to her publisher under the name of George El i ot . 

In her representation of cleri ca l life , George 

Eliot drew upon her own life and t he sur roundings of 

her childhood s o accurately that most of the charac 

ters and p l aces could be clear l y identified , a mistake 
3 

which shoul d not occur again , she de c l ared. The p lots , 

too , were more or le ss a reproduction of r emember ed 

incidents . Though it is difficult to po i n t out such 

dis tinctive teachings as app ear i n her later work , 

Scenes of Clerica l Life bear s her s t amp on every 

page . Apparently her motive i n e ach of the s torie s 

2 Quoted in Hal dane , George Eli ot and He r Times , 
p . 116 . ---

3 St ephen , George El i ot , p . 56 . 
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was to arouse sympathy for figure s who at fir s t s ight 

repel more cult ivated and i ntelli gent per sons . Mr . 

Amos Barton , a cler gyman who preached Low- Church 

doctrine , made a High Church a s serti on of ec cle s i asti 

cal functions , and meant to bruise Dissent in Shepper

ton , was an extreme l y c ommon- place person; but "common

p l ace peop le bear a conscience and have fe l t t he sublime 
4 

promp ting to do the pai nf u l right" . Mr , Gi lfi l, ap -

parently the old "high and dr y " p arson , and Mr . Tr yan , 

to whom Wilberforce represented the most exal ted for m 

of religion , both p osse ssed true and tender nature s 

beneath their superfic i al oddities , Thr ough her con

s tant suggestion of the depths be l ow t he surface of 

such commonplace l i fe a s theirs, George Eliot gives 

an impressive dignity to t he whol e work . In Milly 

Barton , who never "descended from the serene di gnity 
5 

of being to t he ass i duous unrest of doing", we have 

Ge orge Eli ot ' s f i rst exampl e of a spirit of lovi ng 

sacrifice and resignation . In her p or t r ayal , the 

e lement of pathos surp asses that in the case of Romol a , 

a character whose name has bec ome synonymous with se l f 

sacrifice . Likewise in Cater i na , i n "Mr . Gi l f il I s 

Love s tory", we have an int roduct ion t o . t he doctrine 

4 Scenes of Cl erical Lif e , p . 63 . 
5 Ibid., p . 23 , 
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of r etribution so forcefully portrayed l ater in such 

characters as Hetty Sorrell and Gwendolen Harleth. 

In each cas e the doctrines are subordinated to a 

realistic representation of the society with which 

George Eliot was fami liar in her youth; yet she looks 

unflinchingly at human nature and r epresents its f aulty 

as we ll as its nobler traits . She enters with loving 

sympathy into the delineation of each of the characters; 

and though the tragic note is dominant, it is r elieved 

by a be lief in the inherent goodness of human nature . 

The stories ar e fre er from didactic reflections than 

her later works , but they are not free f r om philos ophic 

thought , as will be seen by examini ng care fully s ome 

of her comments . In "Janet 1 s Repentance " the influence 

of one human being upon another , a favorite doctr ine 

of George Eliot ' s , is eloquently presented : 

Bles sed influence of one true loving human soul 
on another 1 ••• Ideas are often poor ghost s ; our sun
filled eyes cannot discern them; they pass athwar t 
us in vapor , and cannot make themselves felt . But 
sometimes they are made of flesh ; they breathe up on 
us wi th warm breath; they touch us with soft respon
sive hands; they look at us with sad , s incer e eyes, 
and speak to us in appealing tone s; they are clothed 
in a living human s oul , with all its c onflict s , its 
faith, a.nd its love . Then this presence is a power; 
then they shake us like a passion , and we are drawn 
after them with gentle compul s i on , e.s flame is dr awn 
to flame ._6 

6 "Janet I s Repentance" , Scenes of Clerical Life, 
pp . 297- 298 . 
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Another oft-repeated doctrine of George El iot's was 

the unbending nature of law and man 's r elation to it. 

This she has portrayed in "Mr. Gilfi l I s Love story" , 

in describing Tina 1 s sorrows: 

Whi le this poor little heart was being bruised 
with a weigh t too heavy for it, Nature was holding 
on her cal m inexorable way , in unmoved and terrible 
beauty . The stars were rushi ng in the i r eternal 
courses . The stream of human thought and deed was 
hurrying and broadening onward , The astronomer wa s 
at his telescope; •• • ~leepless statesmen were dread
ing the possible crisis of the morrow, What were our 
little Tina and her trouble in this mi ghty torrent, 
rushing from one awful unknovm to another? Lighter 
than the smallest cente r of quivering life in the 
waterdrop , hidden and uncared for as the pul se of 
angui sh in the breast of the tiniest bird that has 
f luttered down to its next with the long- sought food, 
and has found the nest torn and emp ty,7 

These philosophical ideas are of f requent recurrence 

in George Eliot •s novels . In the early stories t hey 

are mere ly l ess exp licitly stated , a. fact that will 

be borne out a s we proceed in the anal ysis of her 

philosophy . 

Upon the issuance of Sc enes of Cler ical~. 

George Elio.t took refuge from the inconveniences ac

companying a succes 0 .ful publication by going abroad, 

a practice which she followed for each succeeding 

novel. The composition of~ Bede , however, was 

7 Op . cit ., ~ of Clerical Life, p . 90 . 
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begun previous to her depar ture; and the pleasure of' 

foreign travels was enhanced by the £'act that the new 

novel was progressing steadily . In Germany numerou s 

interesting people came George Eliot • s way , and her 

old acquaintance with Strauss was renewed . Nothing 

brought more happiness to George Eliot at this time , 

however, than the helpful companionship of Lewes , to 

whom each chapter of Adam Bede was be i ng read . Some 

insight into the attitude which she adopts in Adam 

Bede may be gained from certain statements of hers 

made during the compos ition of the book . Recor ded in 

her Journal on December 31 , 1857 , i s her own evalua

tion of the state which she has attained : 

My life has deepened unspeakably during the l ast 
year . I feel a greater capacity for moral and intel- ✓ 
lectual enjoyment ; a more acute sense of my deficien-
cies in the past; a more solemn desire to be faithful 
to coming duties than I remember at any former period 
of my life . And my happiness has deepened too : the 
bles sedness of a p erfect love and union grows daily . 8 

Her own experience and development were deepening every 

day her conviction that one ' s moral progress is measured 

by the way in which he sympathizes with individual joy . 

That conviction was an exce llent equipment for the 

task she was undertaking in Adam Bede . 

8 Cross , Life of George Eliot , Vol. I , p . 354 . 



82 

In many respects Adam Be de is the reproduction 

of a chap ter i n George Eliot ' s early experience , but 

it is a mistake to regard it who l ly as such , Geor ge 

El i ot a dmitted that the ger m of the p lot had come from 

a story related to her by her aunt , Mrs . Evans , in 

1840 , and that some of the char acters bor e resemblance 

to various relatives ; but she declared that the materi al s 

for the book were "much more a comb i nat ion f rom i mper 

fect l y known and wide ly sundered element s than the 
9 

' Cleric a l Scenes 111 • For t he setting of this first 

nove l she goes back to the opening year of the nineteenth 

centur y and recreates with remarkable viv idness the smu g 

compl acency of a British middle class sti ll undisturbed 

by the great biologic disc overy of Lye l l , the pass age of 

the Reform Bill , or the religious reaction of the Oxford 

Movement . The religion which she describes i s that of 

an age which was but f a i nt ly lit up with the "after -

glow of Methodism " and in wh i ch the new revival of 

church fee ling had not yet made old- fas h ioned parsons 

like Mr . Irwine unc omfortable . At the time that she 

was r e - creat i ng this per iod , she had alre ady accepted 

the most advanced op inions ; but she had a strong reli 

gious sentiment which asser t e d itself the more as she 

9 Cr oss , Life of Geor ge Eliot , Vol , I I , p . 93 . 
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abandoned t h e dogmatic system. This she emphatically 

state d in a letter to M. D1Albert , an ol d f riend in 

who se home she had once spent several months in Geneva : 

I t hink I hardly ever sp oke to you of the strong 
hold evange lical Christianity had on me from the age 
of fifteen to twenty- two , When I was at Geneva , I 
had not yet l ost the attitude of antagonism which be 
l ongs to the renunciation of any be li ef . Ten years 
of experience have wrought gre"iiT change in that in
ward self , I have no longer any antagonism towards 
any faith in which human sorrow and human longing 
for pur ity have expressed themselves . I have not 
returned to dogmatic Christianity , but I see in it 
the highest expression of the religious sentiment that 
has yet found its p lace in the history of mankind , and 
I have the profoundest interest in the inward life of 
sincere Christians in a ll ages . lo 

rt is therefore int e lligible that sh e shoul d take a s 

her heroine a representative of the theological school 

with which her who l e nature was most entirely at dis 

sonance . 

There i s in Adam Bede a deeper recognition of 

Christian belief than in any other of George Eliot 1 s 

novels , a fact we ll worth r emembering in tracing the 

deve l opment of her phi l osophy . In each of her early 

novels George Eliot was mirroring her earliest ex

periences ; hence t he yearning after a religious life 

of hi gher motive s ex~mp lified in Dinah Morris and 

Se t h and Adam Bede . She struck the keynote of this 

10 Cross , Life of George Eliot , Vol . II , p . 113 . 
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story by opening it with Dinah ' s sermon and prayer , 

which have a truly Chr i stian tone of thought , Thr ough

out the story Dinah ' s sincerity indicates that the au

thor must have be en acquai nted with her nature thr ough 

experience rat her t han observation , Though the her oine 

of the story , Dinah se ems to h ave no function except 

to ascertain the difficult ie s of her fe llow characters 

and do as mu ch as po s sib l e tow ard alleviating them , 

Her ent ire life is given to a loving self - s acrifice 

and an eff ort to a t tain a h i gher life , As the char a c

ter s are brought into action, Dinah 's influence reaches 

each of them , especially Hetty , Adam, and Seth, Though 

her friends and a ssoci a tes looked upon Methodism as 

rather an intrudi ng and ques tionable fo r ce, they never 

ques tioned Dinah ' s spiritual zea l, No person came 

into contact wi t h her without be i ng made better; thus , 

i n living for othe r s , she i s the incarnat i on of a be 

lief George Eliot deve l oped ear ly i n life , 

It is Adam Bede , rather than Dinah Morris , how

ever , who embodi es the great est number of George 

Eliot ' s ideas of r eligion . Ear l y in t he s tory we 

learn that he is opposed to Seth ' s argumentat ive 

spiritualism, Hi s was a ment a l c ombination humble 

in the region of mystery and keen i n the region of 

knowledge; 11 it was the depth of his reverence qui te 
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11 

disinclination to doctrinal religion". What could 
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be more like the religious vi ews of Marian Evans in 

her young womanhood? Adam had come to this belief 

after associating wi th Dissenting ministers whom his 

brother Seth brought to their home : 

It isn •t notions sets people doing the right 
thing , - its fe e lings ; • • , for what have we got 
either inside or outside of us but what comes from 
God? If we •ve got a resolution to do right , he 
gave it us , I reckon , first or last; but I see p lain 
enough we shall never do it without a resolution , 
and that ' s enough for me , 12 

The strong admiration that the reader has for Adam is 

due largely to his unceasing devotion to the princi 

ples of right . When he was strongly convinced of 

any propos ition , it took the form of a princip le in 

his mind , The hardness he manifes ted toward his 

drunken father result ed from the fact that he did not 

temper his des ire for right with fe llow- feeling , a 

fault about which George Eliot had this to say : 

He had too little fe l low- feeling with the weak
ness that errs in sp ite of foresee n consequences , 
Without this fellow- feeling , how are we to ge t enough 
patience and charity towards our stumbling , falling 
companions in t he lone and changeful journey ? And 

11 Adam Bede , p . 68 , 
12 I bid ., p . 269 , 
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there is but one way in which a strone; , determined 
soul can learn it , - by get t ing his heart strings 
bound round the weak and erring , so that he mus t 
share not only t he outward conseguence of their er 
ror , but their inward suffering . Io 

The book is full of an eager desi r e to make men realize 

their need of each other and to show them how much 

better the world wou l d be if there were more sympathe 

tic feeling . 

Along with a reproduction of her strict ly reli 

gious be liefs , Geor ge Eliot teaches the doctrine of 

retribution as posit ively , though not so emphatically , 

as in any later novel . The doc trine is closely inter 

woven with the p lot, which hinges on a thoughtless 

ac t of self- i ndulgence on the part of Arthur Donnithorne , 

a promising young squire , and Hetty Sorrell , the pretty , 

vain little country girl to whom Adam Bede is engaged . 

On t he eve of h e r mar r iage to Adam , Hetty l eaves on the 

pr e t ense of a visit to Dinah Morris; but in reality she 

goe s in search of Donnithorne . In the cours e of her 

frui tless journey , her child is born . In her despera

tion she mur ders the child , is apprehended and condemned 

to be hanged , but is finally rel eased to life imprison

ment through a r eprieve obtained by Arthur Donnithorne . 

Through this plot the tendency of selfishness and wrong 

to deve lop mis ery is fully unfolded , Of Donnithorne 1 s 

13 Adam Bede , p . 309 . 
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unstable character George Eliot says that 11 i t is the 

favorite stratagem of our passions to show a retreat , 

and to turn sharp round upon us at the momen t we have 
14 

made up our minds that the day is our own , 11 a theory 

which she presents with much greater psycholo~ical 

insight in Tito Melema . Mr . Irwine , the village clergy

man , is the sp okesman through whom George Eliot preaches 

her sermon on the consequences of Arthur ' s deeds . To 

Arthur I s que stion whether a man who struggles against 

a temptation is as bad as the man who never struggles 

at all , Mr , Irwine made t his answer : 

No , certainly; I p ity h i m in proportion to his 
struggles , for they foreshadow the inward suffering 
which is the worst form of Neme sis , Consequences 
are unpitying . our deeds carry their terr ible con
seouences , quite apart from any fluctuations that went 
before , - conse quences that are hardly ever conf ined 
to ourselves; and it is best to fix our minds on that 
certainty, instead of considering what may be the 
element s of excuse for us , 15 

When Adam , in resentine Arthur ' s bas eness for bringing 

gu ilt and shame upon He tty , says , "I ' d sooner do a 
16 

wickedness as I could suffer for by myse lf, 11 Mr . Irwine 

voices George Eliot 1 s sincere belief thus: 

14 
15 

Adam Bede , p . 254 . 
Ibid , , p . 254 , 

16 Ibid., p . 195 , (Part 'l'wo) , 
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There is no sort of wrong deed of which a man 
can bear the punishment a l one ; you can ' t i sol a t e 
yourself , and say that t he evi l which is in you shal l 
not spread . Men ' s lives are a s thoroughly blended 
with each other as t he air they breathe ; evi l spreads 
as necessar ily a s disease •.• o does ever y sin cause 
suffering to others bes i des those Vlho commit i t . 17 

Mu ch of the fascination of Adam Bede come s from the 

h i gh moral tone of the story , which is produced not 

so much by long pas ~ages of reflection and comment 

as through the speeches of Mr . Irwine . Herein lies 

one of the d ifferences between thi s ear ly nove l and 

the later ones , which are some times over- weighted wi th 

phi losophical comments . Throughout the novel George 

Eli ot reveals her own personal interest in the s tudy 

of the problem s which she gives her characters to 

solve in such a way as to war rant this conclusion : 

her deep sense of moral ob ligation , her love of up 

rightness i n dealing , of simpl e sincerity in thou ght 

and deed , were a direct inheritance from t he bel i ef 

which her youth had so fer vent ly cherished , or had 

come to her indirect ly through parentage and early 

home traini ng . 

Adam Bede had not been long in t he hands of 

readers when The Mill on t he Floss was begun , but 

wri ting had become such an anxiety for George El iot 

17 Adam Bede , p . 196 . (Part Two ) . 
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that the new book was not undertaken with any spirit 

of elation . She was not exalted by the popularity 

of Adam Bede , for her success was accompanied by a 

sense of responsib ility that almost overawed her ; 

and she was still vexed about the Liggins myth . She 

was l aboring daily under the pain of a tormenting 

headache that kept her in rather low spirits , despi te 

the happiness of her life with Lewes . She was also 

troubled by home worries , especially the care of three 

sons and anxieties about Lewes 1 s h eal t h . Yet , despite 

these difficulties , she was finding time for much 

reading , just as she had in t he days of her youth and 

young womanhood . She was reading alone Thomas~ Kempis , 

and she and Lewes were reading toge ther Darwin ' s Origin 

of the Species , which had just been published . Inas

much as she had long believed in the development theory , 

it is interesting to note her opinion about Darwin ' s 

book : 

We are reading Darwin ' s book on Species, just 
came out after long expectation . It i s an elaborate 
expos ition of the evi dence in favor of the Develop 
ment Theory , and s o makes an epoch •••• But to me 
the Development Theory , and all other explanations 
of proces ses by which things came to be , produce a 
feeble i mpre ssion compared with the mystery that lies 
under the processes . 18 . 

18 Cross , Life of George Eliot , Vol . II , pp . 108 
and 111 . 
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It is interesting to note also that in The Mill on 
I 

the Floss she made Thomas ~ Kempis , and not Origin 

of the Species - the mos t outstanding book of the 

century - the turning point in her heroin~s life . 

Lewes 1 s Physiology of Com.~ on Life was also being pub

lished , but George Eliot made no use of it in her 

new story . Instead of a subject closely allied to 

s ome phase of scientific thought , she chose - in an 

age when books on science were best sellers - an im

portant period in her own career as the basis for 

The Mill on t he Floss , 

George Eliot took herself for the heroine of 

this new novel , and gave in the first two volumes 

virtually a spiritual autobiogr aphy . Maggie i s the 

earliest in the sequence of the author ' s heroines par 

excel lence - Romola , Dorothea , and Gwendolen being 

the others - but George Eliot throws herself so frankly 

into Maggie ' s posi tion and dwe l ls so loving ly upon a ll 

her joys and sorrows that t he character glows with a 

more tender charm than any of the other h eroi nes . 

She may not be the heroine of the greatest of George 

Eliot I s novels , but The Mill ~ the Floss was the one 

into which George Eliot poured most abundant l y the 

experiences of her own life so that none of her books 

appeal with the same directness to the pe r sonal 



sympathies of her reader s . Considered simply as a 

story , the novel suffers from the disproportionate 

deve lopment of the earlier part; this •George Eliot 

admitted : 
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To my feeling there is more thought and a pro
founder veracity in The Mill than i n Adam ; but Adam 
is more complete andoet'feroalanced ,--ry love or-
the childhood s cenes made me linger over them , so 
that I could not develop as fully as I wished the 
concluding 1 book 1 i n which t he tragedy occurs , and 
which I had looked f orward to with much at tention 
and premeditation from the beginning , 19 

The reader does not wish , however , for a change which 

would sacrifice the revelation of character to the 

requirements of p l ot . Al though many of the bes t novels 

in the language are autobiographical, there is hardly 

one which gives so vivid and direct a represen tation 

of the writer ' s most intimate characteristics as The 
20 

Mill on the Flos s . 

The novel cov er s a pe riod of ten years in the 

lives of Tom and Maggie Tulliver , who are t welve and 

nine years of age respect i ve ly when the story opens . 

Interwoven with an account of the i r ear l y childhood 

and their school days is a graphic and dramati c 

representation of Mr . Tulliver 1 s downfal l and the 

19 Cross , Life of George Eli ot , Vol , I I , p . 219 , 
20 Stephen , George Eliot , p . 87 . 
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resultant valley of humiliation for the entire family , 

After the first c r isis, Mr , Tulliver 1 s downfall, the 

interest centers in Maggie , whose life of restlessness 

and renuncia tion is climaxed by an apparently clandes 

tine love affair that brings disgrace to herself and 

her family . The story of Philip Wakem, a deformed 

young man of artistic temperament and the son of the 

man who wrought Mr , Tulliver 1 s downfall, is the story 

of his love for Maggie from the time he is sent away 

to school until the last scene in the story, when he 

views Maggie's grave , Some of George Eliot ' s fines t 

work i s in the p ortrayal of minor characters , especial

ly Bob Jakin and the Dodson sisters; but , interesting 

as it is, it does not come within t he scope of this 

discuss ion . The fact must no t be over l ooked that 

George Eliot ' s novels are be ing exami ned for the pur

pose of determining the extent to which they are a 

reflection of her experience; hence that part of The 

Mill on the Floss that does not deal directly with 

the he r oine will be omitted here . 

George Eliot, like Car lyle and numerous other 

individuals in the nineteenth century, underwent a 

momentous sp iritual change as a result o_f the general 

scientific and sceptic env ironment in which her sensi

tive and inquiring mind was nurtured , Like her creator, 
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Maggie Tulliver also represents t he rest l essness of 

t he nineteenth century and goes through a per iod of 

fervid piety . After t he f inancial collapse tha t re 

sult ed i n the virtua l breaking- up of her home , Maggie's 

sense of loneliness and utter pr ivat ion of joy deepened 

with each succeeding day . Of her school life there 

was nothing l eft but a little collection of school 

books that were barren of comfort . There was no flav or , 

no strength i n the hard dry ques tions on Chri s tian 

Doctrine . Sometimes she thought she could have been 

contented wi th absor bing fancies; yet they were hardly 

what she wanted. 11 She wanted some expl anat i on of thi s 

hard , re al life : she wanted some key that would enab l e 

h er to understand , and in understanding , endure , the 
21 

heavy we i ght that had f al len on her young heart ." Her 

discouragement deepened as t he days went on; she rebe l

led against her l ot and was seized with such fits of 

anger and hatred that she became fr ightened with a 

sense that it was not diff icult f or her to become a 

demon . Then her brain , in search of somethi ng l ess 

sordid and dreary , woul d give way t o wild romances in 

which she sou ght refuge in some gr eat man , Walter Scott 

p erhaps . This is an interesting point o.f comparison 

21 The Mill on t he Flos s , p . 426 . 
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with George Eliot , who attributed her first u.nset t l e -
22 

ment of Orthodox views to Sir Walter Scott . Maggi e ' s 

romantic vision never lasted long , and she was soon as 

lonely in her trouble as if she had been the only g irl 

in the civilized world who had come out of her school

life with a soul untrained for inevitable struggl es . 

She had mu ch futile information about Saxon and other 

kings of doubtful example , but she was "unhappily 

quite without that knowl edge of the ir reversible laws 

within and withou t her , which governing the hab its , 

becomes moral ity , and , deve lop ing the fe elings of sub -
23 

mission and dependence , becomes religion" . But just 

when she was steeped i n deepest gloom , Bob Jakin pre 

sented her with a meager collection of thumb- worn 

books , among which she found one that was a consoler 

and a liberator from her morbid introspection . 

Thi s book that proved such an awakening factor 

for Maggie was Thomas i Kempis , which , as we have 

noted , George Eliot had just comp leted when she was 

writing The Mill on the Floss . As Maggie read from 

page to page , her attention was arrested by such state

ments as these : 

22 Cr oss , Life of George Eliot , Vol . I , p . 360 . 
23 The Mill on the Floss,p.429 . 
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Know that the love of thyself doth hurt thee 
more than anythi ng in the world •• • • If thou seekst 
this or that , and wouldst be here or there to enjoy 
thy own wi ll and p leasure , thou shalt never be quiet 
nor free from care •••• Both above and b e low , which 
way s oever thou dost turn thee , every where thou shalt 
find the Cross , and every- where of necessity thou mus t 
have patience , if thou wilt have inward peace , and 
enjoy an everlasting crown , ••• It is but little t hou 
sufferest i n comparison of them t hat have suffer ed so 
much . , •• Blessed are those ears that receive the 
whispers of the divine voice , and listen not to the 
whisperings of the world , ••• All things pass away 
and thou together with them •••• I have often s aid 
unto thee , and now again I say the same , For sake thy
self , resign thyself , and thou shalt enjoy much in
ward peace . 24 

The s trange thrill of awe that pas sed through Maggi e 

while she read , 11 as if she had been wakened in the 

night by a strain of solemn mus ic , t elling of beings 
25 

whose souls had been astir while hers was in s tupor ," 

reminds us not only of t he joy that George Eliot ex

perienced when self - abnegation became her leading 

pr incip l e , but also of the grea t hap piness of Carlyle 

when he came i nto a full knowledge of the philosophy 

of German transcendentalism . Maggie 11 knew nothing of 

doctrines and system s , - of mys ticism or qui etisrn; 

but this voice out of the far - off middle ages was the 

direct communication of a human soul ' s belief and ex-
26 

perience , and came to her as an unquestioned message , 11 

24 Quoted in The Mill on the Flo s s , pp . 430- 432 . 
25 Ibid , , p . 431.-- -

26 Ibid., p . 433 . 
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Renunciation seemed to Maggie the entrance i nto 

that satisfaction which she had so long been craving 

in vain . Accordingly she entered into a period of 

self- abnegation with a degree of pr ide and impetuosity 

very similar to that manifested by George Eliot when 

she returned from Coventry with ultra- evangelical ten

dencies that made her look upon p l easure as a snare 

and society as a danger . Maggie devoted her time to 

p lain sewing , and enjoyed the self-mortifi cation of 

purchasing her material s at St . Ogg 1 s rather than at 

a l es s popular place . She not only objected to any 

form of personal adornment , but she also r efused to 

read liter a ture that she delighted in on the ground 

that it made her in love with the world again . When 

she fell in love with Philip Wakem , whom she could 

not a cknow l edge as her lover , she asked , " Is it not 

right to resign ourselves entirely , whatever may be 
27 

denied us?" Philip I s answer , the truth of which she 

soon realized , was a condemnation of her att itude: 

You are shutting yourself up in a narrow self
delusive fanaticism , which is only a way of eacaping 
pain by st arving into dulness a l l the highest p owers 
of your nature . Joy and peace are not resignati on : 
resignation is the willing endurance of a pain that 
is not a llayed , - that you don • t expect to be a llayed . 

27 The Mill on the Flos s , p . 50 . (Part Two) . 
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Stupefaction is no t resignation; and it is stupefac
tion to r emain in i gnorance , - to shut up a ll the 
avenue s by whi ch the life of y our f e llow-men might 
become known to you . 28 

A few years later , when Maggie had crushed the heart 

of her cousin and disgraced herself and her f ami ly by 

going away with Stephen Gue s t , she realized that Phil i p 

had been right when he to l d her she knew noth i ng of 

resignation: she had thought it was qui e t ecstasy ; 

but now that she had brought sorrow into the lives of 

others , she saw t hat it was a sad, pati ent , loving 

strength that bowed beneath a cross of inward silent 

endurance . This l a t ter spirit of self- sacrifice was 

one of the chief princip les in t he philo sophy George 

Eliot evolved after she had gone through the period 

of negation i mmediate ly following her av owal of dis 

belief . 

Throughout The Mill~ the Floss there are nu

merous evidences , other t han Maggi e I s sp i ri. tual str ug

gles , t hat support the idea that the author was 

reproduc ing her own life . As one reads of the p l e as 

ant gatherings in t he home of Iucy Deane , where mus ic , 

song , and conversat i on he l d sway, h i s mind i mmediate l y 

recalls the p l easant evenings the author spent in the 

28 The Mill on the Floss , p . 50 . (Part Two ) . 
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home of Chapman , Just as Lewes was the radian t per son

ality around whom all interest centered there , s o was 

Stephen Guest in the mee tings with Maggie , Lucy , and 

Philip Wakem . Maggi e I s whole social environment was 

strikingl y similar to George Eliot ' s surroundings when 

she first assumed her duties with t he Westmi nster 

Review . All such mat ters as these , however , are second

ary , and as such , are a means of strengt hening t he 

author ' s presentation of her inner life in youth and 

young womanhood as it appeared to her own consci ousnes s . 

Though the incidents i n the plot are not to be under 

stood as actual occurrences in the life of Geor ge Eliot , 

the pr incip les which governed Maggie I s life are identi 

cal with t hose that gover ned the life of her creator ; 

and the book may reasonably be taken as George Eliot • s 

spiritual autob i ography . 

George Eliot 1 s next nove l represents n ot so much 

a defin i te stage i n the development of her philosophy 

as a concise restatement of the essenc e of her teach

ing in previous nove l s and an introduction to t he mor e 

scientific treatment that she employs in succeeding 

novels . Silas Marner is t he last of the author ' s 

stories of i dyllic country life; and , whereas the 

former ones s tr ess some particular phase of life , i t 

shows the vast i mportance of human relations on the 
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whole of life , It is characterized by the same pure 

moral tone , sp iritual atmosphere , and keen ethical 

instinct; but it s tr esses , as t he theme of the novel , 

man ' s need of social ties and connections , and thus 

intr oduces George Eliot ' s theory of the social bas is 

of the higher life of man . In t h e treat ment of cause 

and effect in the unfoldment of character there is 

also the f irst real indication of the author ' s scien

tific bent of mind , a characteristic that become s 

mor e and more pronounced in each succeeding novel . 

George Eliot • s own remarks on t h e nature of the story 

throw a gr ea t dea l of light on its place in her works 

and thought: 

I am writing a story whi ch came across my other 
plans by a sudden insp iration •• .• It--isa-story of 
old- fashioned village life , which has unfolded itself 
from the meres t millet - seed of thought • •• • I hope 
you will not find it at all a sad story , as a whole , 
since it se ts - or is intended to set - in a s trong 
light the r emedia l influence s of pure , natural human 
relations • • •• My chief r eason for wishing to publish 
the story now is that I l i ke my writings to appear in 
the order i n which t hey are written , because t hey be
l ong to successive ment al phas es , and when they are 
a year behind me , I can no longe r feel t hat thorou gh 
identification with them which g ives zest to t he s ense 
of aut horship . 29 

As we examine the book thus described by its author , 

l et us note the r e lation which it sustains to George 

29 Cross , Life of George El i ot , Vol . II , pp . 218-
224 . 



Eliot ' s body of thought a s refl ected in preceding 

and succeeding novels , 
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The "mil l e t seed of thought" from which the plot 

of Si l as Marner ger minated was the sight , in ear l y 

childhood , of a linen- weaver with a bag on his back , 

out of t his simp le fact George El i ot wove the story 

of Silas Marner , a weaver who , when his best friend 

betrayed him , had l eft h i s old home in Lantern Yard 

and taken up residence in Rave l oe , where his soul 

gr adually withered unde r the influence of g ol d until 

it was r ecla i med through the influence of a child , 

Thou gh the influence of Epp i e , the ch ild, is the force 

that brings about the reb i rth of Silas , Geor ge Eliot 

show s very minutely how ot her human relations con

tributed to the degr adation and reclamati on of Silas ' s 

soul. Until Silas went t o Rave l oe , his life had been 

fi lled with the ment al act i vity and close fellowship 

characteris t ic of the life of an artisan incorporated 

in a narrow relig ious sect , He was be l iev ed to be an 

exemplary young man , and h is neighbors and fellow

churchmen mani fes ted a peculiar intere s t i n him . So 

deeply was he attached to the traditions of th i s early 

envir onment that Lantern Yard appeared to him the 

altar - p lace of high dispensations . The whitewashe d 

walls , t he pews where well - known figures sat , the 



10 1 

pulpit wher e the mi nist er deliver ed unquest i oned doc 

trine , t he pauses be t wee n the coup lets of the hymn -

11 t hese t hings were divine influences to Silas , They 

were the foster ing home of his religious emot i ons , -
30 

they were Chr istianity and God ' s kingdom upon earth , 11 

Silas was vaguely consci ous of that pr imitive be l ief 

which held t hat each territor y was inhab ited and ruled 

by its own divinities , whose presence was confined to 

the s treams and t he gr oves and t he hills . 

When Silas was suddenly tr ansported to a new land , 

where t he people around him knew no thing of his hi s tory 

and shared none of h i s ideas , he found it diffi cult to 

keep a fast hold on his habitual views of life , I n 

stead of the re ligious atmosphere in whi ch h is sou l 

had been nurture d at Lantern Yard , h e found at Rave l oe 

f armers turning in at the Rainbow , women l ay i ng up a 

s tock of linen f or the llfe to come , and men l oung i ng 

in thelr own doors and gazing a t t he church dur i ng 

serv i ce time . These t h ings had no divine i nf l uence 

for Silas : 

There were no l i ps in Rave l oe from which a word 
coul d fall t hat would stir Silas Marner I s benumbe d 
faith to a sense of pain •• •. I t seemed to him t hat 
the Power he had vainly trusted in among the s treets 

30 Silas ~ • p . 259 . 
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and at the praye r - meetings was very f ar away from 
this l and i n which he had taken refuge , where men 
lived in care l ess abundance , knowing and needing 
nothing of t hat trust which, f or him , had been turne d 
to bitt erness . The little light he p osse s sed spre ad 
i ts beams so narrowly that frustrated be lief was a 
cur tain broad enough to create for him the b l ackness 
of n i ght . 31 

Thus doe s George Eliot exemplify t hrough Si las Marner 

her belief in the social basis of the hi gher life of 

man . When Silas .forsook his old l ife - the ol d ties , 

obligations , and as sociations , - his ideal aims 

peri shed; and he lived a selfish and worthless crea

ture . 

As a means of l iveliho od, and primari ly as a 

means of forgetting the injustice t hat had caused his 

removal to the unp leasant surrounding s of Raveloe , 

Silas Marner devoted h i s entire time to weaving , and 

g ladly gave h i mself up to pract ic a lly total s ec lusi on . 

Year after year he lived in solitude ; and in propor 

tion as the mone tary rewards of his work increase d , 

his life narrowed and hardened itself into a satisfac

tion that had no relation to any other be ing . 11 Hi s 

life had r educed itself to the functi ons of weaving 

and hoarding , without any contemplat i on o.f an end to-
32 

wards which the functions t ended . 11 But. in the fifte ent h 

31 Silas Marner , pp . 259 and 260 . 
32 Ibid , , p . 266 . 
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year of this mechanical life a second great change 

crone over Marner • s life , and his history was blended 

with the life of his neighbors , During h is absence 

from his home one night , his gold was stolen ; and as 

a result of his trouble , peop le becrone kinder to him . 

No complete transformation took p lace in Silas ' s life , 

however , until by chance a small child , the unacknowl 

edged daughte r of a young squire in Raveloe , found 

her way to his home and was accep ted by him as a sub

stitute for his g old . From that time on , there was 

no repulsion about Silas , either for young or old; 

the child linked him once more with the world , He 

began to think of Rave l oe life entirely in its rela

tion to Eppie ; "and he listened docilely , that he 

mi ght come to understand better what this life was , 

from which for fifteen years he had stood a loof as 

from a strange thing , whe rewith he could have no com-
33 

munion" . The coins he earned after t he los s of h is 

long- stored gold brought no thrill of s atisfaction ; 

but when EPpie replaced his hoarded gold, there was 

a grow i ng pur p ose to the earnings which drew his hope 

and joy continually onward beyond the money . Thus 

was Silas Marner • s moral and spiritual regeneration 

33 Silas Marner , p . 434 . 
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brought about , not by God but by mankind , In comment 

i ng on his change , Geor ge Eliot voiced a phase of her 

philosophy that is always apparent; namely , that man 

is to expect no he l p and consolation except from h is 

fellow - man : 

In old days there were angels who came and took 
men by the hand and led them away from threatening 
destruction , We see no white - winged angels now , But 
yet me n are led away f r om threatening des truction : 
a hand is put into theirs , which leads them forth 
gently towards a calm and bright land , so t hat they 
look no more backwar d ; and the hand may be but a 
little child • s , 34 

In her representation of the boundless i nfluence 

for good that one individual may exer c ise over the 

lives of his fellow creatures , George Eliot was making 

an app lication of a theory of l i fe i n whi ch she had 

long believed , As has already been pointed ou t in 

the p receding chapters of this thesis , her correspon 

dence , beginning with the Coventry per iod , includes 

numerous c~nments on the unalterable effect of one 

human being u pon another , Likewise , in discussing each 

of the literary p roductions preceding Silas Marner , 

attention has be e n called to the author ' s emphasi s 

upon human relations , particularly concerning a deed 

34 Silas Marner , p , 434 , 
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and its c onsequences , Thus it is possib l e to see that 

t he theme of Si las Marner is but the exp licit treat 

ment of a philos ophic pr incip le treated previous ly in 

c omp onent p ar t s , If we review t he life experiences 

of George El i ot or look into t he t eaching s of succeed

ing n ovels , we find that the d octrine of the remedia l 

influence of human relations is but a forerunner of 

the great r e ligion of Humani ty wh ich the author preaches 

more forcefully as her mind becomes more philosophi cal , 

As in The Mill on the Flos s , there ar e no a l lusions in 

Silas Uarner to the great Darwinian the ory that was 

everywhere arou s i ng man 1 s interest , but the for ces of 

cause and effect are as evident in the unfoldmen t of 

Silas Marner I s character as in Darwin I s evolution 

philosophy . In thi s sens e Silas Marner is a fore 

runner of the evolut ion phi losop hy represented in 'l.'i to 

Melema and Bulstrode , and our assertion that it is a 

transition chap t e r in t he author I s philosophy is war 

ranted . George El iot ' s ovm statement , made just 

previ ous to he r preparati on for Romola , indicates 

that there are to be additional strata i n h er phil o

sophic t h ought : "It is t ime that I s h ould g o and 
35 

absorb some new life , and gather some fresh i deas . " 

35 cr oss , Life of Geor ge Eli ot , Vol . II , p . 124 . 
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So far George Eliot h ad derived her subject- matter 

chiefly from pe r sonal experience ; but , as we have seen 

from he r own statement , the inspiration of early ex

perience was to some degree exhausted , and i t became 

necessary to turn to fresh sources . The mem ories of 

early day s were no lone;er to be the dominant factor 

in her imaginative world . Hereaf ter , because of il l 

health and domestic circums tances which prevented her 

mingling in society , she was to be forced to u se 

materials derived from books rather than from actual 

observation . There in lies the essential difference 

between the earlier and later books , a difference due 

rather to materials used than to any change in purpose 

or belief . In wr iting of the distinction drawn be

tween her works , Geor ge Eliot said : 

Though I trust there is some growth in my app re 
cia tion of others and in my self- distrust , there has 
been no chane;e in the point of v i ew from which I regar d 
our life since I wrote my first fict i on , the Scenes of 
Clerical Life . Any apparent change of spirit must be 
due to s omet'Fiing of which I am unconscious . The prin
ciples which are at the root of my effort to paint 
Dinah Morris are equally at the root of my effort to 
paint Mordecai . 36 

When one rereads the early novels , a f ter having read 

36 Quoted by Phelps , "Last Words from Geor ge 
Eliot ", Harper ' s Magazine , Vol . 64 , p . 570 . 
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the later ones , he agre e s with this statement of George 

Eliot •s; her aim once having come c l early to view , it 

is not difficult to see how large an element it was in 

her earlier novels . From the first we fee l these 

early novels to be characteristic of a thought ful 

mind and to imp ly the mode of t r eatment that we ca l l 

philosophical , but a more conscious intention marks 

her later books . Her doctrinal aim became more clear 

and p ronounced as sh e became more thoroughly c onsc i ou s 

of her p owers and of her purp ose to use the nove l as 

a means of p rop a g ating ideas . Truths that she on ce 

accep ted in the ir simp lest form appeared to her in 

t he more exact and formal p resentation of a phi l osophy , 

an d what h ad once appe a led to the emotions made its 

appeal t o the intellect also . 

At this p articular time George Eliot had relig ion 

and its problems much on her mind , and it is signifi 

can t t h at she was de eply interested in Positivism . 

'l'hat the old relig ious forms had a deep hold on h e r 

mind , desp ite her break with them , is evidenced by the 

fact that she still adored the Bible , not as a manual 

of fine literature , but in and for i tself . She also 

loved Newman ' s Ap olog ia and sympathized.with the forms 

and ceremonies of the Catholic Church , and it was this 

that made a relig ious struggle such as t hat in the 
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time of Savonaro l a so intense l y i nteresting to her , 

But George Eliot wanted to show her faith in the wor k 

ing out of higher pos sibilities than the cathol ic or 
37 

any other Church presented , The religion of Humani ty 

as taught by the Positivists , wi t h whom she neve r be 

cane affiliated , was more nearly than any other creed 

the medium to serve George Eliot ' s purpose , That her 

constant association with phi losophic and sc i entifi c 

thinkers of the positivi st inc l ination had much to do 

wi th moulding her thought is undeniable , bu t we must 

not lose sight of the fact that in her ear l y n ove ls 

she had emphasized the conviction that l ife i s onl y 

valuable in so far as i t enab l es us to he l p on the 

p rogress of the wor l d and to i mprove the g ener a l c ondi 

tions for others . Though t he method of present ation 

is lacking in positivi s t l anguage and method of ex

pression , t h is was essentially the Positivist re lig i on 

of Humanity . 

Although George Eliot s pent almost two years in 

familiarizing herself with Florence during the renai s 

sanc e movement , her pr i mary object was not the inter

pretation of Florentine life in the time of Sav onaro l a . 

She used this portion of history because i t furni s hed 

37 Cross , Life of George El iot , Vol . II , p . 
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an excel lent opportunity to unfold her ideas about 

life: to contrast worldliness and spirituality , or 

individualism and altruism as social forces . Romola , 

the hero ine whom she places in this historical period , 

is a beautiful Florentine gir l who lives with her 

father Bardo de Bardi , a blind and somewhat selfish 

scholar , whose consuming desire is that the library 

he has collected will be p reserved to Florence after 

his death . Because of h is wi llingness and ability , 

Tito Me lema , a young Greek scholar of ingratiating 

pers onality , is accepted as Bardi 1 s amanuensis , with 

the result t hat he becomes Romola ' s husband . From 

that point the story deals with Tito ' s spiritual and 

mor a l degradation in his effort to rise through 

duplicity and in his base denial of Baldassarre Calvo , 

his foster father . Romola ' s se lf - renunciation is a 

consequent deve lopment of Tito • s baseness and her 

contact with Savonarola , and it is this phase of the 

story that we wi sh to examine in our effort to deter 

mine further the basis of the author ' s phi l osophy . 

If we disregard the hi s tori c al p arapherna l ia , 

Romola remains a s ingularly powerful representati on 

of the ordeal t hrough which a lofty nature has to 

pass when brought into collision with characters of 

baser composition . There is hardly a ny nove l, except 
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The Mill~ the Floss , in which the s t ages of t he 

inner life of a t houghtful and tender nature are set 
38 

forth with so much tenderness and sympa thy , and there 

is wi thin Rom ola almost as much of Geor ge El i ot as 

in Maggi e Tulliver , however differently she wa s drawn . 

Our fir st int erest in Romo l a ' s inward struggl es arises 

when Tito , her husband , sells Bardi 1 s library , which 

Romola has been taught to lo ok upon as a sacred trust . 

When this and other things have opened her eye s to 

Tito 1 s baseness , she decides to l eave him , and starts 

for Bologna . As she is leaving the city , in t he dis 

guise of a religious garb , she is stopped by Savonarola , 

who addresses he r thus : 

It is declared to me that you ar e seeking to es
cape from t he lot God has laid upon you . You wi sh 
your true name and your true p l ace in life to be 
hidnen , that you may choose for your s elf a new name 
and a new p lace , and have no r ule but your own will. 
•.. I know y ou have been brought up in scorn of 
obedience . Bu t it is not the p oor monk who c l aims 
to i n t erfere with you : it is the t ruth tha t commands 
you . And you cannot escape it . Either you must 
obey it, and it wi l l lead you ; or you must d i sobey 
it , and it wi l l h ang on you with the weight of a 
chain which you will drag forever . 39 

These words arouse Romol a to anger and to the point 

of exp l aining to Savonaro l a t hat he cannot know t he 

38 St ephen , Ge or ge El i ot, p . 1 4 1 . 
39 Romo l a , pp.i35 and 86 . 
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persi stent : 
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You are seeki ng your own wi ll , my daughter . You 
ar e seeki ng some good other t han t h e law you are bound 
to obey . But how will you find good? It is not a 
thing of choice: it is a river that flows fr om t he 
foot of the Invisib l e Throne , and flows by the path of 
obedience . I s ay again , man cannot choose hi 8 duties • 
•.. There is , my daughter , t he i mage of a Supreme 
Of fering , made by Supr eme Love , bec ause the ne ed of 
man was great , ••• Conform your life to that image , 
my daughter; make your sor row an of fer i ng : and when 
the fire of Divine char ity burns within you , and y ou 
behol d the need of your fe llowmen by the light of t hat 
f l ame , you wil l not ca ll your off ering gr eat ••.• The 
highe r life begins for us , my daughter , when we r e
nounce our own will to bow before a Divine law . 40 

Savonar ola ' s words had come to Romola as if t hey were 

an interpretat ion of that new fe l lows hi p with suffer 

ing which had a l ready been awakened in her . His 

arres ting v oice had br ought a new condition i nto her 

life , whi ch made it se em i mpossible to her that she 

could g o on her way as if she had not heard it, but 

she shrank from the new path . As Savonarola spoke 

further , however , Romola fe l t her se lf posses sed by t he 

gl ow of hi s p a s sionate faith . "The chill doubts a l l 

melted away ; she was subdued ; she was subdued by the 

sense of something unspeakab ly gr eat to which she was 

being called by a strong being who r ouse d a new strengt h 

40 Romola , pp . 90- 93 . 
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within herself . In a voice t hat was a low, praye rful 

cry , she said , -- 1 Father , I will be gu i ded . Teach 
41 

me I I will go bac k . 1 11 Thus , from being an unbeliever , 

Romo l a became a devoted follower of the great Dominican 

preacher , whose sermons were stirri ng a l l Florenc e . 

Let us see now what the resultant e f fect on her life 

was upon her return to Florence . 

Romola went back to a life that could be only a 

daily , life-long crucifying , for there was no longer 

any love between her and Tito Melema . For some time , 

however , she made touch ing appeals to Tito in an ef

fort toward winning him back to truth and right ; but 

his duplicity in both diplomatic and dome stic a f fairs 

came to be more than she could tolerate . In rapid 

s uccession she learned of his base designs for ris i ng 

to power , of his cruel denial of Baldassare , and his 

having another wife in Flor ence . She had drunk in 

deeply the spirit of that teaching by which Savonarola 

had urged her to return to her place , and she had 

striven hard to fulfill the bond; but she saw now a ll 

the conditions which made the fu l f illment gradually 

forsaking her . The one e f fect of her marriage - tie 

seemed to be the stifling predominance .over her of a 

41 Romola , p . 96 . 
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nature that she despised ; the re l ation f or her had 

become simp ly a degr ading servitude . "It f lashed 

upon her mind that the problem before her was essen

tially the s ame as that which had l ain b efore 

Savonarola , - the problem where the sacredness of 

obedience ended , and where the sacredness of rebe l lion 
42 

began , " She resolved to l e ave Tito , but s h e did not 

desire to leave him clandestinely again , or to f or 

sake Florence . "She wou l d te l l him that if he ever 

felt a rea l need of he r , she wou l d come back to him . 

Was not that the utmost fai thfulness to her bond tha t 
43 

could be required of her ?" Before the bond was br oken , 

however , she learned of one more act of baseness : Tito 

was respons ible for the i mpri sonment of h er g od- f athe r , 

Bernardo del Nero . In her anxiety she turned hope 

fully to Savonarol a , only to find that he had h ood

winked his consc i ence for the benefit of hi s sec t and 

wou ld not spare Bernardo , George Eliot has v ivid ly 

shown t he effect of thi s fa l l upon Romol a , and has 

g iven deep insieht into the resul t of l o s ing our 

trust in those great s ouls wh o have been our guide , 

" No one who has ever known what it is thu s to l ose 

42 Romo l a , pp . 252 - 253 . 
43 Ibid., p . 25 3 . 
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faith in a fellowman whom he has p rofoundly loved and 

rever e nced , wi l l lightly say that t he shock can l eav e 
44 

the faith i n the Invisible Goodnes s unshaken , " Romola 

had striven after the impossible ; so she fl ed aga in , 

wishing that deat h might come , 

This time there was no arresting voice for Romola 

in her flight . She found hersel f in the midst of a 

p lague - stricken peop l e , and gave her life to an 

assuagement of suffering and sorrow , "Many l egends 

were afterwards told in that valley about the ble ssed 

Lady who c ame over t he sea , but they we re legends by 

which all who heard might know that in t i mes gone by 

a woman had done beautiful deeds there , rescuing 
45 

those who were ready to pe rish , " Romola ' s experience , 

like a new bap ti sm to her, was George Eliot ' s religion 

of Humanity , In Flor enc e the relationship of the 

human being to his fellow - men had been compli cated 

for Romo l a with all the s pecial ties of marr iage , the 

state , and religion; but when she stretched out her 

arm to the fainting , she became purified , calm, and 

noble . 

This altruistic teaching d eveloped in connection 

with Romola is the epitome of George Elio t ' s religious 

44 Romola , p . 302 , 

45 I b id ., p , 389 . 
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belief - a belief whose faith was not in God but in 

man . It was the religion of Humanity as interpreted 

by a woman . "It differed from Comte I s as the work of 

a poe t differs from that of a phi losopher , as that 
46 

of a woman differs from that of a man . 11 Comte ' s posi -

tive religion gives the i mpression of being invented , 

and is apparently artificial; whereas George Eli ot I s 

is living and full of compas s ion . Whereas Comte re 

models Catholicism to fit the religion of Humanity, 

George Eliot g ives a new spiritual meaning to the old 

faith and rejects nothing of the pie ty and symbolism 

of Christianity . The best single interpretation of 

her idea of this positivist religion is seen in her 

advice to Tessa I s child , who says that he would like 

to lead a life which would give him a great deal of 

p leasure: 

That is not easy , my Lillo , ••• We can only have 
the highest happiness , such as goes along with being 
a great man , by having wide thoughts , and mu ch feel 
ing for the rest of the world as well as ourselves ; 
and this sort of happiness often brings s o much pain 
with it that we c an only t e ll it from pain by i t s 
being what we would choose before everything e lse , 
be cause our soul sees it is good . 47 

Great relig ious and moral pr incip les , such as 

46 Cooke , George Eliot , p . 251 . 
47 Romo l a , p . 421 , 
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those just di scus sed in Romol a , const itute a l most the 

who l e of George Eliot ' s phi l osophy; but political 

ideas , though g iven sl i ght consideration in her whole 

body of writing , form an interesting phase of her 

development . In the two years i mmediately following 

the publication of Romola , her reading and thinking 

dealt almost sole ly with politics; but her letters 

i ndicate tha t what brought the political side of t h i ngs 

so definitely before her mind was not t hat she was 

thrown into personal contact with the political ques 

tions of the day , but t hat Lewes had undertaken the 

editorship of t he Fortnightly Review . The fact that 

this work was being done brought he r into contact 

with such eminent men as Huxley , Warren , and Bageho t , 

and probably resulted in her de c ision to write Felix 

Holt , her only political nove l. As in the case of 

Romo l a , George Eliot resorted to books as the source 

of material for her new novel; and the work of in

vestigation was almost overwhelming . Fawcett , Mill , 

Neale , Hallam , and Blackstone were all perused; and , 

since the scene was to be laid in the days of the 

Reform Bi ll , George Eliot went through The Times of 

the year s concerned , In speaking of t h is p reparation , 

she said : "I took a g r eat deal of pains to get a 

t rue idea of the period . 11\y own recollections of it 
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are childish , and of course disjointed , but they help 

to illustrate my reading . I went through the 1Times 1 

of 1832- 33 at t he British Museum to be sure of as 
48 

many detail s as I could . 11 During this time of p repa-

ration , Huxley , Bee sly , Spencer , and Frederick Har rison 

were frequent visitors at the Priory , the new home of 

the Leweses , and George Eliot consulted them for much 

information concerning certain legal matters which 

she wished to make use of in the novel. In writ i ng 

to Mr . Harrison, on whom she relied most , she exp lained 

he r position thus : 

On a few moral points , which have been made clear 
to me by my experience , I feel suf ficiently confident , 
- without such confidence I could not write at all . 
But in every other direction I am so much in need of 
fuller instruction as to be constant ly under the sense 
that I am more likely to be wrong than ri ght . 49 

This conscientious effort to eliminate all errors in 

the representation of legal procedure stifled much of 

George Eliot ' s imaginative power , but it resulted i n 

the most compact p lot the author ever produced . Des 

pite that fact , Felix Holt is for the average reader 

t he least interesting of George Eliot ' s novels ; 

though it is v a luable as a representation of her 

48 Cross , Life of George Eliot , Vol . I I , p . 332 . 
49 Ibid ., p . 328 . 
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ideas of political and social r e form . 

As a means of propagating her i deas on r eform , 

George Eliot laid the scene of he r story in the little 

town of Treby Magna , a polling- place whose life was 

characterized by all the complexities resul t i ng from 

mines, manufactures, and mixed political conditions . 

lb.en the stor y opens , the i nhabitants are awaiting 

the ar r ival of Haro l d Transome , who has for fifteen 

years been i n Smyrna , but who is returning , they think, 

t o run as the Tory candidate in the approachi ng elec

tion . Great excitement pr evails when he announc es as 

a Radic a l and enters veh emently into t he campaign . 

Becau se she is unwil ling to l ose an opp ortuni t y f or 

t r eat inr, grea t mor al truths , George El iot . increases 

the interest i n Transoms by involving him in difficul

ties of such perplexing moral aspects that at t ent i on 

i s transferred from his candidacy to the question of 

his moral uprightness . Brought into relationshi p with 

Transome are a group of char acters whose portrayal the 

author has hardl y surpassed; but they are i nvol ved in 

a pl ot far too complicat ed for our consider ation here . 

The various threads of th 0 plot set for th Ge orge Eliot ' s 

i dea s on heredity , environment , renunciation , and retri 

bution; but al l of these phases of her philos ophy are 

secondar y to the deve lopment of her political i de as . 
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Felix Holt , the Radical , is the embodiment of George 

Eliot I s ideas of reform ; hence it will be sufficient 

here to deal with him only , 

An examination of Felix Holt reveals the fact 

that George Eliot considered the secret of true r eform 

to be found not in any particular measure or progr am 

of measures , but in the resolution of the working classes 

to learn to think and act for themse lves . This kind of 

radicali qm, though far from being either vague or 

visionary , is t hat of an idealist, and as such the 

princip les of Felix Holt a r e p resented in contrast with 

the Toryism of the Debarrys and the opportu nism of 

Harold Transome . Evident l y George Eliot meant Felix 

Holt for a moral hero of the working class , a prophe t 

of the laborers , The account he gave of h is c onv ersion 

contains her conception of what is to be done by all 

working men who rightly understand what social reform 

is and how it can be mos t truly brought about : 

If I had not seen that I wa s making a hog of my
se lf very fa s t , I shoul d never have looked life fairly 
in the face to see what was to be done wi t h it •••• 
This world is not a very fine p l ace for a good many 
of the peop l e in it . But I 1 v e made up my mind it 
sha 1 n 1 t be the worse for m0 , if I can help it , They 
may tell me I can ' t alter the world , - that there 
must be a c ertain number of sneaks and rob ber s in it , 
and if I don ' t lie and .filch somebody e ls e will. Well , 
t hen , ~omebody else shall , for I won • t . That ' s the 
upsho t of my conversion , 50 

50 Felix Holt , p . 90 . 
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In keeping with these resolutions that accompanied 

his conversion , Felix Holt wished to show by his own 

conduct how the workingman was to attain a higher life 

and thus make his class necessary to the prosperity of 

his country . But he was not a demagogue who s ought 

office or personal advancement through his class : 

I want to be a demagogue of a new sort; an hones t 
one , if p ossible, who wi ll te ll the people they are 
blind and foolish , and neither flatter them nor fatten 
on t hem . I have my heritage , - an order I be long to . 
I have the blood of a line of handicraf t smen in my 
veins , and I want to stand up for the lot of the handi
craftsmen as a good lot, in which a man may be better 
trained to all the best functions of hi s nature than 
if he belonged to the grimac ing set who have visiting 
cards , and are proud to be thought richer than their 
neighbors . 51 

As a means of elevating his class , he wished to intro

duce univers a l education , to teach the great pr inciples 

of right living , and to inculcate the spir it of help

fulness and mu tual service . As a brave , earnest , pure 

minded lover of humanity , he represented George Eliot 1 s 

ideal working man and the true social and politic al 

reformer , 

Through Felix Holt George Eliot also set fo rth 

one of her most distinctive teachings; namely , that 

true social reform is not to be secured. by ballot or 

51 Felix Holt , p . 382 . 
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act of Parliament . Long before the time at which she 

was writing , it was her deep conviction that all wor th 

while achievement is the result of an i mprovement of 

man • s inner nature and not of external forces , She 

opposed the bal lot on the part of workingmen , and in 

his election speech Felix Holt stated that it was his 

belief that if workingmen 11 go the right way to work 
52 

• they • may get power sooner without votes " . The 1•ight 

way he explained as follows : 

I 1 11 tell you what ' s the greatest p ower under 
heaven , ••• and that is pub lic op i n i on , - the rul ing 
belief in society about what is right and what is 
wrong , what is honourable and what is shameful. 
That ' s the steam that is to work the engines •••• 
And while public opinion is what it is , - while men 
have no better beliefs about public duty , while cor 
rupti on is not felt to be a damning disgrace , I say , 
no fresh scheme of voting will much mend our c ondi 
tion , 53 

Hi s idea was but ano ther enforcement of t he theory 

that it is not rights men are to seek after but duties; 

that social and political reform is not to be secured 

by insistence on rights , but by manly adherence to the 

princip les of altruism . This is the basic principle 

of George Eliot I s politic al philosophy . In M.s 

Address to ' ~orking-~ , Fel1x Holt stated the princip le 

52 Felix Holt , p , 429 . 
53 Ibid , , pp . 430- 431 . 
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in a most convincing manner : 

So long as there is selfishness in men: so long 
as they have not found out fo r themselve s instituti ons 
whic h express and carry into practice the truth , that 
the highest interest of mankind mu s t at l ast be a 
common and not a divided interest; so long as the 
gradual operation of steady causes has not made that 
truth a part of every man 1 s knowledge and feeling , 
•.. so lone , I say , as men wink at their own knowine
ness , or hold the ir heads high because they hav e got 
an advantage over their fellows , so long c l ass interes t 
will be in dange r of making itself felt injur i ously • 
• . . It I s human nature we have got to work with a l l 
round , and not hin g else , 54 

Aside from their actual worth as remedial forces , 

the political ideas advocated by George Eliot have a 

special value in the determination of the origin of 

he r philosophy . The striking similarity of her ideas 

to the principles laid down by Comt e for the i mprove 

men t of society is readily apparent ; hence the question 

t hat naturally arises is , To what extent was George 

Eliot indebted to Comte for her political ideas? The 

chapters of this t hesis dealine with George Eliot ' s 

experience ar e an endeavor to establish the fact that 

every ma in b ias of her belief was es tablished before 

her contact with Positivism , with due re c ognition of 

the fact that he r ideas were systematized under Cantis t 

influences . A further answer to the question is to be 

54 Op . cit ., Essays , pp . 34 2- 343 . 
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found in her diary and i n her l e t ters . Ac cor ding to 

her diary , George Eli ot began Felix~ on March 29 , 

1865 . Among the items recorded on May 28 of the s ame 

year i ~ this : "Have just begun again Mill I s I Political 
55 

Economy ' , and Comte ' s •socia l Science 1 • 11 Fe lix Hol t 

was finished on May 31 , 1866 , and in the precedi ng 

January the author was reading Corn t e 1 s Synthese , from 

which she expected "to understand three chap ter s well 
56 

enough to get some edificat i on" . These fac ts indicate 

that t he pol itlcal i deas in Felix Holt were in a ll 

probabi lity moulded by Comte ' s principles , but our 

acquaintance with Geor ge Eliot ' s early experience 

convinces us that the ideas germinated in the con serva

tive bias that she inherited from her Tory father . 

Following the publication of Felix Holt (1866 ), 

there was a per i od of five years in which George 

El i ot , who had by this time become the leading English 

novelist , pub li shed no fiction; but we are not to 

suppose that she was idle , On t he contrary her life 

was be ing broadened by influences that wer e to have 

an unm i stakable effect on her future work . Much 

p l easure and a great deal of knowledge were ob t ained 

f r om foreign travel , including vi sits t o Spain , Germany , 

55 Cross , Life of Geor ge Eliot , Vol . II , p . 313 . 
56 Ibid . , Vol . II , p , 328 . 
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and Italy; and continued association with the best 

literary and scientific minds of the day heightened 

her own intell ectual p owers . She was developing more 

and more a psychological and analytical frame of mind 

which she was to apply , ra ther too strongly , to the 

remainder of her writing . ~he was living a somewha t 

secluded life , estranged from g eneral society , but 

she was intensely interested in the prob lems that were 

engaging the attention of thoughtful peop le . Human

itarian reforms , the education of women , and the 

deve lopment of the science of medic ine were apparent ly 

of most concern to her , for they are the aspec ts dis 

cussed in her correspondence and utilized in her 

novels . Her life was broadened by the responsibilities 

of educating for . Lewes 1 s sons , and the death of Thorni e , 

the oldest son , had brought a sorrow that was deeply 

felt ; yet the domestic side of l ife was especially ap 

pealing to her a t this time . Her letters are filled 

with just such details of home life as she employs in 

Middlemarch; hence we are not sur prised that her next 

representat i on of life , as recorded in Middlemarch , 

should deal with the individual in his relation to 

domestic life and the whole of Rociety . 

According to George Eliot ' s ori ginal concep tion 

of the story , Middlemarch was to have been limited to 
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t he description of life in a p rovincial town , and to 

the s trug~ l e of an ambitious , high- mi nded man wi t h 

the forces of commercialism . Accordi ng to this p lan , 

Lydgate wou l d have been the central figure , and the 

book would have dealt exclu s ively with Middlemar ch 

socie ty . After six months ' work on this p lan, George 

Eliot began work on the 11 Vincy and Feat herstone p art s" 

and decided to include the prob lem of provincial hos 

p itals . Side by s ide with this idea , she was deve l op 

ing a nother , intended to be embodied in a separate 

book - the sacrifice of a young and ardent woman to 

the needs of a pedant ic s cholar . By 18 71 she had 

dec i ded upon the fusion of this s tory wi th the other 

two , with the result that Middlemarch i s not a story 

but a cambination of thre e stories : the affairs of 

Dorothea and Ca saubon , of Ros amond Viney and Lydgate , 

and of Mary Garth and Fred Viney , all of which are 

interwoven with the story of Bu l s trode . The various 

actions become mixed as t hey would naturally do , and 

thus Geor ge Eliot works out the consequent dev e l opment 

of human character . 

Dorothea Brooke is George Eliot ' s typi cal heroi ne 

struggling for the higher life . She is pre sented as 

cap able of becoming a saint , a woman who ye a rned after 

some lofty conception of the world that was to be made 
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an actual fact about her . Our first realization of 

her de sir e t o do great deeds and prove herse lf worthy 

comes when we learn her attitude toward mar riage . 

With a ll her eagerness to know the tru t h s of 
life , she retained very chi l dl i ke ideas about mar 
riage . She f elt sure that she would have accepted 
t he j udicious Hooker , if she had been born in t i me 
to save him from that wretched mis take he made i n 
matrimony ; or John Milton , when his b lindness had 
come on ; or any of the other great men whose odd 
habits it ·.v ould have been g lorious p i e ty to endure 97 

Accordingly , she r e j ected Sir James Chettam , a young 

baronet , and became the wife of Mr . casaubon , a 

middl e - age d and pedantic c l ergyman , thr ough whom she 

saw her way to a higher life by making herself useful 

to him in his work on The Key to All Mythology , "The 

union which attr a cted her was one that would del iver 

her from g irlish subjection to her own ignorance , and 

give her the freedom of vo l untary submi s s i on to a 
58 

guide who woul d take her along the greatest pa th . " 

The pathos of Dorothea ' s ~1arriage is that it was the 

beginning of a life of martyr d om ; for a f ew weeks 

after she became the wife o.f Ca s1aubon , she discovered 

"that the large vi stas and wide fresh air whi ch she 

had dreamed of f inding in her husband ' s mi nd were 

57 Mi ddlemarch , Vol . I , p . 10 , 

58 Ibid . , Vol . I , p . 36 . 
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replaced by anterooms and winding passages which s e emed 
59 

to lead nowhi ther 11 , In the years that fo l lowed , 

Dorothea found herself constant l y h i ndered by the con

ditions in the midst of whic h she lived , Cas aubon not 

only forfeited her love by his selfishness and steady 

snubbing , but he j e opardized her chances for future 

happ ines s by i ncluding in hi s will an insulting provi

s i on concerning the p ossibi lity of her marriage to 

Will Ladis l aw, Casaubon 1 s cou s in , As we witness the 

unfoldment of Casuabon 1s character , we are convinced 

that Dorothea 1 s mistake was t hat she married 11 a stick 
60 

instead of a man" , Dorothea I s whole life was shaped 

according to Geor ge Eliot ' s t heory of unembittered 

resignation to the r estricti ons i mp osed by socie t y , 

Because the visi on of life in her soul was higher than 

that which soc iety had worked out for her , Dorothea ' s 

life was wasted in her unhappy marriage . George 

Eliot ' s belief that high and noble action is hindered 

by t he soc i a l conditions in which we live i s best 

stated in her remarks r egarding Dorothea ' s second 

mar r iage : 

59 Middl emarch, Vol , I , p , ?84 , 
60 Stephen , George Eliot , p , 178 . 
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Those who had not seen anything of Dorothe a 
usually observed that she could not have been a 
"nice woman 11 , else she woul d not have married either 
the one or the other , Certain ly t hose determining 
acts of her life were not ideally beautiful •••• 
Among the many remarks passe d on her mistal<es many 
mentione d that it could not have happened if the 
society into which she was born had not smiled on 
propositions of marr iage from a sickly man to a 
girl less than half his own age - on modes of educa
tion which make a woman ' s know ledge another name for 
motley i gnorance - on rules of conduct which are in 
flat contradiction with it s own loudly asserted be
liefs . While this is the social air in which mortals 
begin to br ea t he , there wil l be collisions such as 
those in Dorothea ' s life , where great feelings take 
the aspect of error , and great fa ith the aspect of 
illusion . For there is no creature whose inward 
being is so strong that it is not greatly determined 
by what lies outs ide it , 61 

A second example of the t r agic failure of an 

individual to realize a lofty aim occurs in the case 

of Lydga te , a young doctor who crone to Middl emarch, 

where a new hospital had been establi shed , ambitious 

to be a leader in medical science . In contr as t to 

ca s&ubon , he was thoroughly f amiliar with the l atest 

authorities and had a capacity for rea lly falling in 

love . Unfortunately he fell in l ove wi th Rosamond 

Viney , "a model of one of the forms of stupi di ty a-
62 

gainst which the g ods fight in vain". Be ing utterl y 

i ncap ab le of understanding her husband ' s asp i rati ons , 

she f i xed her mind on t he vul gar ki nd of succes s; and , 

61 Wi iddlemarch , Vol . I II, p . 236 . 
62 Stephen , George Eliot , p . 180 . 
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t hrough a str ength of will which had come fr om a 

limitation to one aim , she paralyzed all Lydga te 1 s 

energies . A brief consideration of Rosamond I s charac

ter will he l p us to j udge Lydgate 1 s p os ition : 

He had regarded Rosamond ' s cleverness as pre 
cisely of the recept ive !{ind which became a woman , 
He was now beginning to find ou t what that c l ever 
ness was - what was the shape into which it had run 
as into a c lose network a loof and i ndependent . No 
one quicker than Rosamond to see cau ses and effects 
which l ay within the track of her own ta :stes and i n 
terests : she had se en clearly Lydgate 1 s p reemi nence 
in Middlemarch soc i e ty , and coul d go on i magi native l y 
tracing st ill more agreeable social eff ects when his 
talent should have advanced him ; but for her , h is 
professional and scientific an1bi ti on had no other 
relation to t hese desirable effects than if they had 
been the fortunate discovery of an ill - sme lling oi l . 63 

In an eff ort to grat ify Rosamond ' s se l f i sh wishes in 

regard to per sonal and household expenses , Lydga te 

became entangled i n financial difficultie s , whi ch i n 

turn forced him into further relations with Mr . 

Bulstrode , t he banker . In order to understand fully 

the extent to which externa l inf luences occasioned 

Lydgate 1 s failure, some attenti on must be g iven jus t 

her e to the deve l opment of Bul strode ' s character . 

In Bulstrode George Eliot ' s psych ol ogical analy

sis is at its best . In contrast with t he l ofty i deals 

of Dorothea and Lydga te , the ideal to which he a dher ed 

63 Middlemarch, Vol. II , pp . 354- 355 . 
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was a vulgar one s uggested by a low form of r eligi on . 

He was a Churchman and a public benefactor, but his 

philanthropy was an effort to atone for past mi sdeeds . 

Wi th incomparable skill George Eliot des cribes the 

b lundering motives and the i ngeni ous se l f - deception 

which en able d Bu l s trode to maintain his ovm self

respect . The following example , typical of the car e ful 

anal ysis which she makes , presents an accurate picture 

of him: 

At six o 1 clock he had alr eady been long dressed, 
and had spent s ome of his wretchedness in pr ayer, 
p l e adi ng his motives for averting the worst evil if 
in anythi ng he had used fal s ity and spoken what was 
n ot true b efor e God . For Bulstrode shrank from a 
direct lie with an intens ity dispropor t i onate to the 
numbe r of h i s more indire ct mis deeds . But many of 
the misdeeds were like the subtle muscu lar movements 
whi ch are n ot taken account of in the c onsciousnes s , 
though t hey bring about t he end that we fix our mind 
on and desire . And it is only what we are vividly 
c ons ci ous of that we can vividly i magine to be s een 
by Omni science . 64 

Such was the nature of the man who was with Rosamond 

j oi nt l y respons ib l e , to a l ar ge exten t , for Lydgate •s 

fa ilur e . Ly dga t e 1 s re l a tionshi p with h i m began when 

Bulstrode ap pointe d him phys i cian t o t he new hosp ita l . 

Unfortunat e l y f or Ly dgat e , already s omewhat unpopular 

because of his new i deas ab ou t me dic al science , a 

65 Middlemar ch , Vol. I II , p . 15 . 
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general dis like for Bulstrode was extended to him , 

Likewise when Bulstrode became involved in a scandal , 

aft er having lent money to Lydgate , the l atter was 

unjustly i mp licated in it , The combined forces , ap 

parently working toward Lydgate •s failure , resu l ted 

in his abandoning h is literary aspirations and , as we 

are told in t h e epilogue , in his settling down to the 

life of a fashionable doctor in London: 

Lydgate 1 s hair never bec ame white , He died when 
he was only fifty , leaving his wife and children p r o
vided for by a heavy insurance on his life . He had 
gained an excellent practice , a l ternating , according 
to t he season , between London and a Continental bath
i ng- place ; having written a treat i se on Gout , a dis 
ease which has a g ood deal of weal th on its s i de . 
Hi s skill was relied on by many paying patients , but 
he a lways regarded himself as a failur e : he had no t 
done what he once meant to do , 65 

To show how a person capab le of great work can be en

tangled in the ordinary affa ir s of life to t he extent 

of losing t he powe r of realizing his youthful vision 

is the purpose deve loped in the career of Lydga te , 

Many other characters appear in Middlem ar ch , 

each having some part t o perform in the compli cated 

p lay of life , and each some scarce understood influence 

on all , Tragedy and c omedy , selfishnes s and renuncia

tion , gre ed and charity , l ove and jealousy mingle in 

65 Middlemar ch , Vol , III , p . 231 . 
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the plot as in life . Many of the characters are re

markable portraitures; but all of them , noble or 

otherwise , had their p l a ce in the social structure . 

Man • s relation to society was always a matter of great 

concern for George Eliot . In many of her books the 

individual is sacrificed to his social environment , 

though none of her characters are wholly the vic t i ms 

of environment : \'Ti th Dorothea , intellectu al ambition 

mis took pedantry for true learning ; with Lydgate , t he 

desire to carry a cr eed into practice made compromise 

necessary , and compromise passed into surrender . The 

princip le underlying the development of the plot in 

which these various characters were involved was one 

George Eliot stated in Felix Holt : "but there is no 

private life which has not been determined by a wi der 
66 

publ ic life" . !Vl iddlemarch represented George Elio t 

at the height of her refl ective powers , and is the 

mos t perfec t example among her novels of her purpo se 

to show how man is guided , controlled , and modif ied in 

h is thought and action by the whole society of which 

he forms a single atom . 

Regardless of the pr eponderance of phi los ophic 

thought and the depth of reflective power that 

66 Felix Holt , p . 71 . 
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characteriz e Midd lemarch , its sales outnumbered any

thing p roduced by the author; and it met wi th such 

approval that both readers and author despaired of 

another production at the hands of George Eliot that 

would be comparable to it . But t he author had not 

reached t he he ight of her ab ility , for the 11b ig book" 
67 

that she was " s lowly simmering towards " in 1873 was 

to give most clearly her message to mankind , George 

Eliot recognized , as we have just seen in Middlemarch , 

that social l ife in England - defici ent in spiritual 

p owe r , moral purpose , and noble sentiment - cripp led 

and betrayed the individual ; but the new novel , Daniel 

Deronda , made it clear that she believed that society 

mi ght become t he true i nspir e r of the individual 

through adherence to a spiritual life de veloped by 

tradit i on . The aim of Dani e l Deronda , spiritual re 

newa l and upbuilding , wa s ideal and relig ious , much 

more than intellectual and scientific ; and in its 

nature i ndicated something of t he empir i cal b asis of 

the author 1 s phi losophy . Though she was steeped i n 

Positivism when she was writing this new novel , there 

is no mistake about her conviction concerning the im

portance of re lig ion - that she prized its s p iritual 

67 Cross , Life of George El i ot , Vol . III , p . 179 . 
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hopes , found satisfaction in it s enthusiasms and as 

pirations . 

In order to set forth her belief in the p ower of 

spiritual lif e , George Eliot chose J udaism , that reli 

gion which presents so remarkable an illustration of 

sp iritual aims concentrated into the form of national 

traditions and asp irations . Again she conceived a 

p lot comp osed of two st ories which interlaced only at 

certain p oint s , For one she chose a theme that had 

appear ed b e fore in h er novels : a s tudy i n egotism 

or selfi shness on the p art of an attractive young woman ; 

the other p ar a llel nar r ative had never occurred in her 

works before : a vivid account of Jewi sh life and 

ideals , as well as inherited asp irations , Taken by 

i t se lf , the first is a p iec e of soc i al satire ; the 

l a tter , a p l ea for the Jews . Daniel Deronda , in h is 

fa i t hfulness t o a higher life and in his acc ep tance of 

Mordecai for his prophet , draws the two c1 tories to 

ge t he r and thus accompli shes Geor ge Eliot 1 s purp ose 

of showing the vas t si gnificance of a sp iritual life 

in s oci ety and the i mp ortance of a b ody of tr aditions 

i n dev elop ing tha t s oc ie ty . Le t us exami ne bh e spirit

ua l li . e of Gwendolen Har l e th and of Dani e l Deronda and 

t he a sp irations of Mordecai. Th rough them we shall see 

an il l ustra tion or George Eliot ' s philosophy in its 
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final stages . 

The story of Gwendolen Harleth is another of 

Ge orge Eliot ' s ver sions of the paralyzing i nfluence 

of unmitigated and concentrated selfishness . 

Gwendolen was a creature who lived for se lf and with 

no law outside of her own h app iness . She was a type 

of those souls who have no sp iritual anchorage in 

the religious life and traditions of her peop le . We 

are told that she had no home memor ie s , t ha t "the 

b l essed per s istence in which affection can take root 
68 

had been wanting i n Gwendol en ' s life " . We are al s o 

told that she had no insight into sp iritual re alitie s , 

that the b onds of spir itual p ower and mor a l retr ibution 

had not be en made apparent to her mi nd : 

Her ideal was to be daring i n speech and reck
less in brav ing dangers , b oth mor a l and physical. 
•.. She had no permanent consci ousne s s of sp i ritual 
restraints , hav i ng always dis liked whate ver was p re 
sented to her under the name of rel i gion ••.. What 
she unwilllngly recognized , and would hav e been glad 
for others to be unaware of , was that liability of 
hers to fits of spiritual d-read , though this fountain 
of awe within her had not found its way into connec 
tion with the religion taught her or wi th any human 
relations . , .. Solitude i n any wide s cene impressed 
her with an undef ined feeling of i mmeasurab le exist
ence aloof from her , in the midst of whi ch she was 
help l e s s l y i ncapable of asser ting herself •• •• With 
human ears and eye s about her , she had a lways hi t herto 

68 Daniel Deronda , Vol , I , p . 23 . 



recovered her confidence , and felt the possibility 
of winning empire , 69 

136 

All of Gwendolen ' s difficulties came out of this ego

i stic s p irit and want of sp iritual anchorage and rel i 

giou s faith . At least twice in her career we see the 

horrible results of her n arrow life . The reiterated 

deeds by which she had prepared herself for sudden 

choice had been dee d s of egoism , wilfulness , and selfish

ness; hence when she would have scorned Grandcourt , she 

became his wife; when she would have tossed him the 

rope that would have rescued him from death , her hands 

were immovable ; when she would have listened to Daniel 

Deronda 1 s plea to follow the higher life , she was help 

less . Until bitter experiences awakened in her a 

desire for a purer lif e , no moral ideal , no awe of the 

divine Nemesis , no spiritual sympathy with t he larger 

life of the race was to be found in her thought , In 

her impoverished life she is the typica l representative 

of that social , moral , and spiritual life bred in the 

nineteenth century by t he dis integrating forces t ·,1at 

were everywhere a t work ; bu t she differs from the 

Rosamond Viney type in that she underv10nt a spiritual 

change , Though she was lone; in forsaking the old life , 

69 Daniel Deronda , Vol . I , pp . 86 - 8 7 . 
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when she f irst looked upon Daniel Deronda , who se 

spiritual life we wish to observe next . 
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11 Deronda I s circumstances , indeed , had been ex-
70 

ceptional. 11 He had been reared the ward of Sir Hugo 

Mallinger , without any knowledge of his parentage , a 

disadvantage responsible for an early wakened suscep

tibility in him and a premature reflection on certain 

auestions of life , As a student at Eton , 11 there had 

sprung up in him a meditative yearning after wide 
71 

knowledge II which caused him to look upon his studies , 

not as instrunents of success but as a means of feed

ing motive and opinion , Though educated amidst sur 

roundings almost identical with those which helped to 

form Gwendolen ' s character , a very different result 

was produced in him . In contrast to Gwendolen ' s love 

of self , he had an activity of imagination on behalf 

of others that was continually seen in acts of con

s ideration that struck h is companions as moral eccen

tricity . That eccentricity grew into a sort of in

expli cable mysticism , a yearning after a higher life , 

that can best be explained in George Elio t ' s comment 

on his influence over Gwendolen : 

70 Daniel Deronda , Vol . I , p . 234 . 
7l Ibid . , Vol. I , p . 25'i , 



Her confi dence in herself and her destiny had 
turned into remorse and dread ; she trusted neither 
herself nor her future . This hidden helplessness 
gave fresh force to the hold Deronda had from the 
first taken on her mind , as one who had an unknown 
standard by which he judged her , Had he some way 
of looking at things which might be a new foot ing 
for her , - an inward safeguard against possib l e 
events which she dreaded as stored- up retribution? 

138 

It had been Gwendolen ' s habit to think of the 
persons around her as stale books , too familiar to 
be interesting . Deronda had lit up her attention 
with a sense of novelty : not by words only , but by 
imagined facts , his influence had entered into the 
cur~·ent of that self- suspicion and self -blame whi ch 
awakens a new consciousnes s . 72 

One source of explanation for the mysticism that 

surrounded Deronda lay in the my stery of his birth , 

In his burnine des ire to be enlightened about his 

parentage , he came to look upon the past with a fee l 

ing akin to reverence , and fe lt that he was conscious 

of some inherited tendency shapine and influencing 

his life for good , His feeling was greatly strength

ened by Mirah Lapidoth, the little J ewess whom he had 

rescued and who believed that t he voice of her mother 

spoke to her through the past . Deronda • s ear ly in

terest in history had resulted in a resentful fee ling 

toward a severance of the present and past ; and when 

he heard Mirah speak confidently of cert ain truths 

that lived in thought and not in action , he understood 

72 Daniel Deronda , Vol . I , pp . 223- 224 , 
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the relationship of which she spoke , Through close 

association with Mirah , he came to find in the J ewish 

religion a close kinship with his own inner nature 

and to understand the spirit that prompted her to 

say , 11 It comforted me to believe that my s ufferine; was 

part of t he affliction of my people , my par t in the 

long song of mourning that has been go ing on through 
73 

ages and ages , « His association with ordecai , a 

Jewish myst ic , further opened up to him such avenues 

of thought and spiritual yearning that he re j oi c ed 

upon the disclosure that he was really a J ew , Then 

it was that he explained , to Mordecai , the nature of 

his inherited tendencies : 

It is through your inspiration that I have dis
cerned what may be my life ' s task . It is you who 
have given shape to what , I believe , was an inherited 
yearning , - the effect of broodine; , passionate thoughts 
in many ancestors , - thoughts that seem to have beAn 
intense ly present in my grandfather . Supp ose t he 
stolen offspring of some mountain tribe brought up in 
a city of the p lain , or one with an inherited genius 
for painting , and born blind , - the ancestral life 
would lie within them as a d i m longing for unknown 
ob j ec ts and sensations , and the spellbound habit of 
thei r inherited frames would be like a cunning ly wrought 
mus ical instrument , never p layed on , but quiver i ng 
throughout in uneasy mys terious moanings of its intri 
cate structure that , under the right touch , g ives musi c . 
Something like that I think has been my exper i enc e , 74 

73 Danie l Deronda , Vol , I , p . 307 . 

74 Ibid ., Vol. III , pp . 296 - 297 . 
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It was this inherited sense of a higher life that had 

devel oped i n Deronda qualities that we re ab sent in 

Gwendolen . This was t he se cret of his magnetic in

fluence over her, the secret of his ab ility to quicken 

to life in her a des ire for purer and nobler existence . 

Evidently George El i ot mean t to indicate i n Daniel 

Deronda 1 s character her conception of a true soc i al 

r efor mati on , one whose basi s was to be the tradit i onal 

and inherited life of the pas t . 

As a me ans of illustrating her c oncept i on of the 

v alue of tradi tional and inheri ted t endenc ies in the 

establ i sh.ment of national unity she chose the J ews , 

a race to whom she was attracted by her own studi es 

and pers onal intercourse . Thei r devotedne ss t o the ir 

own r ace an d it s a i ms admi rably adapted them t o 

deve lop for her the i deas she wi shed to expr ess . 

As spokesman of her t heory she cho · e the J ewish my s tic 

Morde cai , whose asp i rati on was the reest abli shm en t of 

a political existe nce for the J ews . He definit e ly 

voi ced a fav or i te op inion of George Eliot I s when, at 

a me eting of Jewish phi l osophers , he asked , "Un l ess 

nationali ty is a f ee ling , what force can i t have as 
75 

an i dea?" Again he ut te red Ge orge Eliot• s opinion 

75 Daniel Der onda , Vol. II , p . 359 . 
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national life is , as an embodi ment of George Eliot 1 s 

conception of the functions of national life , fu l l of 

interest , Of the numerous princip l es laid down by 

ordecai , t h e fallowing is a typica l example of the 

degree to which he voiced her opinions : 

Let the spirit of sublime achievement move in 
the great among our people and t he work will begin . 

What is needed is the l eav en - what is needed is 
the se d of the fire , The heritage of Isr ae l s beat 
inf, in the pulses of mi llions; it live s in t he ir v eins 
as a power without unders t andi ng ; it i s the inborn 
half of memory , moving as in a dream among writi ngs 
on the walls , which it sees dimly but canno t divide 
into speec h , ••• Ours is an inheritance that has 
never ceased to quiver in millions of human fr·ames • 
••• I cherish nothi ng for the J ewish nation , I seek 
nothing for them , but the g ood which p romises g ood 
to all the nations . The s p irit of our religiou8 life , 
which is one with our nationa l lif e , i s not hatred of 
aught but wrong . 78 

Such stat ements as these of Mordecai ' s indicate how 

thoroughly George Eliot entered into the s pirit of 

Judaism, and the lives of Gwendolen and Deronda , as 

we have seen , showed how highly she valued sp iritual 

life , 

The ideas of self - love , retribution , and renun

ciation as exemplified in Gwendolen Harleth are themes 

of frequent recurrence in the nov e ls of George Eliot , 

and hav e been touched upon elsewhere in this thesis ; 

78 Daniel Deronda , Vol . II , PP • 375- 378 , 
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hence in our effort to find the basis of the ideas 

developed in Daniel Deronda , we sha l l consider only 

her treatment of the Jewis h element . It is neces s ary 

only to reca l l George Eliot ' s early life as a student 

and translator to understand her acquaintance with 

the J ews and Jewish h istor y . She was keenly i nterested 

in the Semi tic race , and s tu.died Hebrew , as we have 

seen , in the old Coventry days . She had de l ved ex

tensively into Jewish literature , and was thoroughly 

familiar with monumental works in German devoted to 

Jewish history and opinions . Thus we see that i n her 

choice of the Jewish race as a means of il lustrat i ng 

the theories s he wished to uphold she was mak i ne; use 

of ideas obtained during the foMnative years of her 

life . Likewise her interest in race heredity had 

begun long before she became a novelis t . A por ti on 

of a letter , writ ten in 1849 , and ·quoted elsewhere 

in t his discussion , contains the germ of her be lief : 

"Poor a nd shallow as one ' s own soul i s , it is blessed 

to t h ink that a sort of tr ansubs tantiation is poss ible 
79 

by which the greate r ones c an live in us . " Her review 

of The Progr ess of the Intellect , two years later , 

stressed her agreement with the i dea of race heredity . 

79 Cr oss , Life of George Eliot , Vol . I , p . 149 . 
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These are the same ideas that appear in Daniel Deronda , 

though undeniably they were clarified by much illumi 

nation from Comte . 

The consideration of Daniel Deronda brings to a 

close the study of George Eliot ' s philosophy as it is 

embodied in her individual novels . It remains now 

only to call attention to the nature of her philosophy 

as a whole . There is no doubt as to what that phi loso 

phy might have been , for she was too logica l and con

sistent in her mental processes , too earnes t in her 

convictions , too sincere in their expression , not to 

teach , whether consciously or not , the fundamental 

social creed in which she so thoroughl y be li eved . 

Though it is impossible that this philos ophy should 

be fully understood without a study of her n ove ls , 

the princip les dealt with in this thesi s are the salient 

points in her belief , and warrant this summarization of 

her philosophy . Her re ligion is without God , without 

immortality , without a transcendent sp i ritual aim and 

duty . It consists in humb l e submi s s ion to t he in

variable laws of the universe , a p rofound love of 

humani t y , a glorification of feeling , and a renuncia

tion of pe r sonal and selfish desires for an al truistic 

devotion to the good of t he race ,, Her standard of 

e t hics was based on the conviction that man can find 
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hap piness and true culture only in a moral life , that 

good and evil are relative , that the forces of Neme sis 

are unalterably p resent in the law of moral cause and 

eff ec t , That this body of philosophic thought was the 

product of George Eliot ' s early experience and her 

innate temperamen t is borne out by the parallelism 

between her life and works and justifies the es t ablish

ment of empiricism as the basis of her philosophy , 

This conclus i on regarding the basis of George 

Eliot 1 s philosophy has been arrived at t hr ough a care 

ful s t u dy of her temper ament , her experience , her be

liefs , and her ph ilosophic ideas as set forth in her 

novels , In an eff ort to de termine whe t her certain 

char acteristic tendencies manife s ted i n her writi ng 

were inherent or the result of external influences, 

par ticular attenti on was paid to t he for mative y ears 

of her life , The nature of the views which she he ld 

pr ior to her contac t with systema tic thinkers was 

noted , and then analyzed i n t he light of t he philosoph ic 

ideas of those with whom she came into contact , By 

means of a careful exp l anation of the philosophy set 

for th in each of her novels , it was shown that the 

ideas therein were essential ly those estab l ished in

dependently , and that the novel s r epre s ented i n her 

c areer as an author a deve lopment correspondi ng to that 
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through which she had passed in establishi ng her views. 

The study of George Eliot 1 s life reveals , as has 

been shown , that in her fi rs t t wenty-one years, spent 

in i s olated country surroundings , she developed an 

unusual moral earnestness and directed the greatest 

part of her thinking toward theol ogy . Her ovm letters 

reveal that as a result of her studi es and her naturally 

analytic mind she passed from the ultra- evangelical 

tendencies of her childhood into a marked restlessness , 

for which she found no comfort in former rel i gious be 

liefs . She was highly sensitive to the religious con

t entions and disturbances of her age , and was a lready 

taking a somewhat rational view of r e ligion previous to 

her removal to Foleshill , at the age of twenty-two. 

In the theories of t he freethinkers at Foleshill, par 

ticularly those of Charles Bray , she found a solution 

for the perplexities that had destroyed her former 

spiritual happ i ness ; and consequently she renounced 

her orthodox belief . A growi ng satisfaction in unbelief, 

an increasing faith in humanity, and a serious s tudy of 

life as represented by the best minds of the age marked 

the ten years sp ent at Foleshill. In 1851, when George 

Eliot left Foleshill and assumed her· duties with the 

estminster Review, she f ound herse lf already f amiliar 

with , and l arge ly in accord with, t he intellectual 
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trends of her surroundings . Through persona l contact 

with Sp encer and Lewes, and the study of Com t e , she was 

able to formulate the unsystematized beliefs that she 

had previously arrived at independently . In the year s 

that followed she gav e to the world, as was pointed 

out in the treatment of her novels , a body of philosophic 

thought truly r epresentativ e of the nineteenth century 

and based upon the princip l es established in her forma

tive years . 
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