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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

The people of the Victorian era in England faced a 

dilemma. Their penchant for the ostentatious, the senti

mental, the precious clutter of a "well-done" drawing room, 

was being rapidly overtaken by the development of machinery 

and factories, industry and transportation. England's roots 

were based upon the inheritance of the crown from one royal

ty to another, yet the old traditions of inherited land and 

nobility were being rapidly replaced by money as the stan

dard for success and respect. Bank accounts, not family, 

set the tone for power. In short, the Age of Progress had 

arrived. 

The rise of industrialization created many more outlets 

for business and commerce, making the achievement of wealth 

--or of, at the very least, security--easier and faster than 

it had ever been before. The work ethic began to take hold 

in many Victorians ' minds as a way to move even the common

est of persons from the previous uncertainty of life to a 

new possibility of stability. With this belief in work as a 

way to overcome life's unfortunate situations, some of the 

Victorians altered their beliefs in the old traditions which 

were being threatened, and began to believe that money and 

material possessions could indeed bring happiness. Many 



believed that poor people were poor because they were less 

fit and did not deserve the benefits money could bring. As 

the standard of living rose for most people and the middle 

class gained more members and power, concerns shifted from 

mere day-to-day survival to advancement in society. Getting 

from one day to the next gave way to moving up. And moving 

up meant more money, possessions, and power. 

All these changes in Victorian society were not without 

cost, however. The new wealth and increases in production 

of goods brought with them questions concerning both the new 

and the old lifestyles. Always searching for answers, the 

Victorians were not happy or comfortable with the answers 

they found, because they indicated the degradation of family 

life and tradition in favor of change and progress. In the 

midst of the society's quest for more and better "things," 

individuals had to deal privately with their doubts and con

cerns about the loss of family importance--or suffer ridi

cule from their forward-thinking peers. 

This focus on work equaling progress was particularly 

troublesome for women whose lives were, in Victorian soci

ety, based entirely on the family life that was becoming 

strained. Women were stagnated from any further development 

because the very source of their development--the family--

had been sacrificed for the sake of progress and material

ism. Therefore, women had to struggle to keep their hold on 



the family. It was the only avenue open for women's growth 

and activity. While men of all classes were able and en

couraged to work outside the home to earn money and respect, 

women, except for the extremely poor, were expected to stay 

home, be dutiful daughters or wives or mothers, and not 

question the activities and decisions of men. They were not 

encouraged or allowed to seek actively to change their sta

tus, but had to depend on men for any change or improvement. 

Evidence of this almost cloistered ideal for women 

appears in many works, such as Frederic Harrison's 1918 

volume. On Society, which gives us a detailed picture of 

nineteenth-century women. Harrison offers a great deal of 

enlightenment on women's roles, saying "the first great 

truth of human nature [is] the moral superiority of women" 

(45), giving us insight that women were not considered to be 

active, physical, mental creatures, but rather moral and 

spiritual ones, full of emotion and natural instincts. In

deed, the way for a woman to be strengthened is not through 

any force of her own, but rather in a vicarious and passive 

way through the acquisition of a husband whose "practical 

energy" strengthens her, while the man receives "moral re

finement" (Harrison 46). 

Harrison's philosophy continues to portray the wide

spread Victorian beliefs about women. He calls women "the 

inspiring force--the genius of the Home" and even goes so 



far as to say that women hold this place "by the positive 

fact of biological and psychological science [showing] that 

the moral and emotional nature of women" is stronger than 

that of men (42-43). And the only way for "the genius of 

the Home" to attain that status is through motherhood, for 

"the grown woman who is not fit to fill the part of a mother 

is not fit to be a woman" (53). Harrison suggests that 

women are responsible for providing "moral and intellectual 

training" for children, while men provide "their material 

existence" (39). Once again, women's roles are bound by 

emotion and sensitivity, rather than physical activity. In 

fact, physical, commercial, or professional activity of any 

kind on the part of women drives Harrison to a state of dis

tress : 

I am aghast to think that there are good and 
thoughtful women today who complain that they are 
degraded, because they cannot grub in the parch
ments of a law office, and make speeches in Par
liament. (54) 

Harrison believes, as did most Victorians, that women were 

not only physically and biologically unsuited for "men's 

work," but also that women were somehow less worthy or 

desirable if they aspired to anything other than marriage 

and children. These were the beliefs and philosophies prev

alent about Victorian women, their purpose, and the nature 

of their being. 



Practically speaking, it was nearly impossible for women 

to actually achieve anything more even if they tried, be

cause existence depended on money and, due to society's re

strictions, the only way women could get money was to be 

born into it or marry into it. But the consequence that 

trapped women in this dependence for money on either a 

father or a husband was that without having money to start 

with, a woman would find it very difficult to attract a good 

husband. Women who were lucky enough to find someone to 

marry lost their right to dispose of their personal proper

ty, even while they were engaged, and "the genius of the 

Home" had no legal rights to her own child (Williams 6). 

How did Victorian women deal with this seemingly impossible 

situation in which their own society had placed them? 

The answer is found today in novels of Victorian England 

where the real history is mixed with the authors' views of 

and beliefs about the situation. While Harrison wrote a 

non-fiction account of society during his lifetime, William 

Thackeray and George Eliot wrote novels that interpreted 

their society and its people—the real and the not-so-real, 

the clumsy and the clever, the rich and the poor. Mixed 

with Thackeray's wit and Eliot's insight, Vanity Fair and 

Middlemarch continue today to give us a view of what real 

Victorian women might have thought and done and, almost 

certainly, the struggles that stood between them and their 

dreams. 



Both Thackeray and Eliot created women who were net 

always willing to accept unquestioningly the "normal" roles 

of daughter, wife, and mother, roles which forced women into 

lives that revolved entirely around men. A woman on her own 

was to be questioned and suspected. What is interesting, 

though, is that, in spite of the unwavering opinions set 

forth by Harrison as the definitive depiction of his society 

as he saw it from his male eyes, Thackeray, another well-

known and respected Victorian male, wrote of female charac

ters who were at least as independent and ambitious as those 

of Eliot, a woman whose independence in her own life was a 

radical departure from the traditional life of her female 

contemporaries. 

The fact that a male author chooses to write about women 

in non-traditional roles serves as a basis and rationale for 

comparing Middlemarch and Vanity Fair, because seeing the 

creativity of both sexes "in relation to each other makes 

all the difference" (Barickman 254). Both novels involve a 

theme of individuals searching for their place in society. 

Eliot "is as unmistakably a painter of bourgeois life as 

Thackeray was a painter of life of drawing-rooms" (James 

44). Even though we have novels that examine women in the 

country and in the city, the struggles and choices that 

confronted the women were the same. Middlemarch and Vanity 

Fair are not such different places after all, although any 
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good Vanity Fairian would blanche at the comparison to a 

backwoods farm community, while a Middlemarcher such as Mrs. 

Cadwallader would be horrified to be equated with the fast 

Vanity Fair set. 

The theme of examination is also prevalent in both 

novels, although the two authors have differing ideas about 

how the reader should incorporate this theme into the act of 

reading. Both novels were published as serials, a method 

which allowed for examination and thought on the reader's 

part, merely because the reader was forced into waiting for 

the next installment. As with today's soap operas, just 

when the reader's interest in one plotline peaks, just when 

the action has progressed to the brink of an important dis

covery or event, the scene changes and we are left puzzled 

and eagerly awaiting the next installment. As Juliet 

McMaster writes, "one can imagine that in some sense Becky 

and Amelia were the Elizabeth Taylor and Jackie Kennedy of 

their age" (25), the glamorous showgirl and the beautiful 

widow, whose lives were on constant display to the world. 

What better way to motivate the reader into an examination 

of his or her own life and morals than by stimulating that 

examination with interesting characters? 

This was certainly Eliot's intention, since she overtly 

encourages readers to "participate in the lives of her char

acters" (Bennett 106). She believed her characters were 
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real enough that we could see and examine ourselves and our 

own actions through the characters' actions. 

Conversely, Thackeray "suggests detached observation and 

critical amusement" (Bennett 106). From the very first 

page, he addresses the reader-, saying how wonderfully enter

taining his "puppets" are. Thackeray knows his readers are 

more like the Vanity Fairians than they would like to admit, 

but that no respectable, sensible reader would really want 

to see something personal in the garrulous Lord Steyne or 

the ridiculous Sir Pitt. However, in case any reader has 

any doubts, the theme of self-examination is evident from 

the illustration on the title page of the first edition of 

Vanity Fair, which shows a rather glum-looking fellow peer

ing into a mirror (Stevenson 165). Thackeray's "puppets" 

usually examine only their looks, clothes, drawing rooms, 

and pocketbooks, while the examination of motives and 

actions is left to the reader. 

The puppets have good reason to be concerned with such 

surface examination because they are continually trying to 

justify their places in the Fair. The examination also 

comes from other Vanity Fairians, so each puppet's face and 

appearance must be perfect to withstand this often hostile 

and definitely critical examination. Thackeray best demon

strates the importance placed on appearances by giving some 

of the puppets mock geneaologies which many characters need 



to shore up their right to a booth in the Fair. Merely 

achieving a booth in the Fair does not ensure continued 

popularity; the puppets must continually justify and guard 

their positions. 

Although Eliot does not demonstrate the authorial intru

sion and amusement that Thackeray does, she certainly recog

nizes that her Middlemarchers are just as affected by this 

kind of public examination, which sometimes results in dis

plays of candor: 

To be candid, in Middlemarch phraseology, meant to 
use an early opportunity of letting your friends 
know that you did not take a cheerful view of 
their capacity, their conduct, or their position; 
and a robust candour never waited to be asked for 
its opinion. (Eliot 798) 

Significant is the concern with "friends" and their actions. 

The implication is that a true friend is a watchdog for 

actions and opinions, never letting a person disregard 

society's norms without a fight. The soul-searching, if not 

done by the individual, is performed eagerly and candidly by 

society. In this context, Dorothea exemplifies a disregard 

or lack of interest in society's candor; unlike Celia, who 

flows with the candor, not against it, by marrying the ap

proved and eligible Sir James, Dorothea marries not one but 

two men that society deems bad choices for her. 

Harrison believed women were "degraded" if they chose 

non-traditional roles; therefore, women were placed under 

special examination because of the restricted lives they 
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were "required" to have. As both authors portray, appear

ance, charm, and conformance to society's norms are of the 

utmost importance for any woman of marriageable age. Eliot 

believes women are stifled by social pressure to conform 

since society condemns any woman, such as Dorothea, who at

tempts a life out of the ordinary. Yet Eliot also believes 

some women are truly capable of lives and actions contrary 

to these social pressures, and she blames "the inconvenient 

indefiniteness with which the Supreme Power has fashioned 

the nature of women" (25) for creating such confusion with 

regard to women's roles. Some women may have actually been 

capable of great intelligence and purpose, but largely were 

not given the chance and certainly were not taken seriously. 

Women were expected to have weak opinions, but the 
great safeguard of society and of domestic life 
was, that opinions were not acted on. Sane people 
did what their neighbors did, so that if any 
lunatics were at large, one might know and avoid 
them. (Eliot 31) 

Those few lines present virtually the entire range of Vic

torian opinions and beliefs about women, yet Eliot, while as 

narrator ironically profes?^ing those same beliefs, creates a 

clear contradiction of them in Dorothea. Dorothea embodies 

all the hopes and dreams of women who want more than the 

"normal." She is Eliot's "portrait of what the emanicipated 

woman could be like" (Fernando, "George Eliot" 89). Even 

though Dorothea is "denied a profession and a rational edu

cation by the dictates of the age, [she] tries to carve out 
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a career as humanitarian and philanthropist" (Bissell 236). 

Through her creation of such a non-traditional woman, Eliot 

implies that Victorian women do not have to meekly conform 

to others' opinions, but should be free to use the abilities 

they have been given by the Supreme Power, not only to their 

own benefit but for the benefit of others, especially the 

less fortunate whom Dorothea tries to help. While most 

women do not want to pursue book learning as Dorothea does, 

Eliot encourages them to pursue whatever goals they have. 

The pursuit is, of course, not without obstacle, as Eliot 

recognizes through Mrs. Cadwallader, who sees all extra

ordinary people as "lunatics" and usually subjects them to a 

rather severe display of candor. 

Unlike Eliot, who overtly encourages her characters and 

the women who might be reading about them to pursue their 

goals and disregard public candor, Thackeray maintains that 

everything in a woman's life, including education and ap

pearance, inescapably corresponds to some sort of outcome 

based on a man's opinion or action. Becky and Amelia always 

center their lives on men, unlike Dorothea who at least 

attempts to live and act independently. However, one of 

Thackeray's women does deserve praise for her ability to 

right the wrong on which she has lived her whole life, 

thereby disproving the critic who said of the subtitle, "A 

Novel Without a Hero," that "the heroines do not make up for 



12 

this omission, since one is without a heart, and the other 

without a head" (Rintoul 59). The critic fails to recognize 

the immensely thoughtful and courageous change that the 

"other without a head" makes late in the novel. Amelia 

Sedley first seems to demonstrate Thackeray's complete 

agreement with Frederic Harrison, but her change of heart 

proves that at least one Victorian man was able to see both 

devotion and intelligence in a woman. 

The women in the two novels represent the full spectrum 

of possibilities for women's lives. From obedience to inde

pendence, from hypocrisy to sincerity, the four women demon

strate the effects that men and money had on Victorian 

women's lives. Both authors, even though one is male and 

one female, ultimately show that women are bound to men and 

money. Because this fact is inescapable, the challenge is 

for each woman to live her life, support her beliefs, and 

fulfill her dreams while interacting with men and money. As 

each woman journeys toward her goals, she travels along the 

same continuum: 

Survival --> Safety --> Comfort --> Power 

This continuum allows us to see where each woman begins her 

life, as well as examine closely how and when their lives 

change as they act and react toward men and money. For 

example, Becky begins her life at the beginning of the con

tinuum with a struggle to survive, while Dorothea is born 
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into a position somewhere between safety and comfort. 

Dorothea's life actually changes very little with respect to 

the continuum, yet Becky runs the gamut. 

The experiences with men and money, as well as movement 

along the continuum, pursuit and achievement of goals, and 

our knowledge as readers of the authors' philosophies toward 

the women, begin with the childhoods and educations of the 

women. 



CHAPTER II 

DEVELOPMENTAL PATTERNS 

Throughout life, everyone's attitudes and beliefs are 

under constant pressure to conform to society's expecta

tions; however, before conformance can occur, first forming 

of the attitudes must occur. For the women of Vanity Fair 

and Middlemarch, as for all humans, attitudes and philos

ophies begin forming early in childhood with the first mem

ories of parental attitudes and beliefs. Since the four 

v.'omen come from different backgrounds and begin at different 

places on the continuum, ranging from Becky's fleeting 

childhood on the run to Rosamond's spoiling, their beliefs 

differ from the start, even though the girls receive remark

ably similar formal educations. 

By the time we see them in school, the differences in 

their philosophies have become so ingrained that even sim

ilar experiences do not make the girls more similar. As 

they mature, their goals and desires are centered on men and 

money, yet the differences are pronounced, from Amelia's 

dependence to Dorothea's desire for equality. Amelia 

believes men need women to take care of their needs, and 

therefore she needs a man to be a complete woman. Becky 

believes men are useful to her social climb, but she has 

14 



15 

little need for relationships beyond that. Rosamond also 

believes a man is necessary for her rise in rank, but, un

like Becky, Rosamond requires that the man be her husband. 

Dorothea believes men to be teachers and mentors, with whom 

she can exchange ideas and therefore become equal. These 

beliefs, even Dorothea's non-traditional ones, are rein

forced throughout the girls' childhoods and young adult-

hoods, and will have a direct impact on the relationships -

the women as adults have with their husbands. 

If the burden placed on Victorian women was to be "the 

genius of the Home," then the burden placed on Victorian men 

was to forge a career which represents "the fulfillment of 

[an] ideal" (Bennett 165). Unlike for women, who were en

rolled in finishing schools for the sole purpose of acquir

ing or refining their marriageability, marriage for men was 

"irrelevant . . . except in so far as it will limit [their] 

economic freedom" (Bennett 165). Logically, then, men tend

ed to avoid or at least postpone marriage until their eco

nomic freedom was relatively secure, directly opposing the 

ambitions of all finishing school graduates to hook a man as 

soon as possible and, many times, take the financial burden 

off Father. 

Once marriage did occur, a man's importance in society 

was based on how well he kept his women-folk in idleness 

(Petrie 197). Sons could be as active or as lazy as they 
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wished, as evidenced by Fred Vincy, who sleeps two hours 

later than everyone else then orders grilled bone for break

fast (Eliot 127), provided they eventually took up a career 

to "fulfill their ideals." Daughters, however, had no 

ideals to fulfill, since society freed them from such manly 

concerns and sheltered them in the idleness earned from 

marrying or being daughters of respectable men. Men were 

eventually expected to work and provide for families; there

fore, society indulged them with time to "sow their wild 

oats," sleep late,-hunt, and generally be lazy for a time, 

because they would eventually take up a career. However, 

women were not afforded the opportunity to take up a career 

and certainly were not expected to "sow their wild oats." 

Therefore, finishing school taught them how to occupy the 

idleness of respectability with such skills as embroidery, 

drawing, and music, which were appropriate activities for 

ladies. 

In the novels, men's goals center on the economic free

dom to improve their status, while women can only hope to 

improve their status by virtue of marriage. Growing up with 

these assumptions, the four women modify them based on their 

individual experience. Amelia begins and ends dependent on 

men for her support and largely ignorant of money. Becky, 

on the other hand, learns from childhood and her father that 

not all men are capable of making money, but that she can 
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use men who are to obtain what she wants. Rosamond, in some 

ways a combination of Becky and Amelia, remains throughout 

her life uninterested in money itself and interested only in 

the rank, status, and refinements it can bring. Dorothea, 

in the most radical development, seeks to further her educa

tion beyond what was deemed appropriate, and chooses two men 

as husbands, neither of whom is among society's better 

choices. 

Because, like virtually all Victorian women, the four 

characters are first dependent on their fathers for their 

livelihood, the women's fathers influence and control the 

early development of their attitudes concerning men and 

money. The fathers of Amelia and Rosamond are essentially 

stable childhood forces who provide the girls with financial 

comfort. Beginning life on the continuum position of com

fort, they learn from their fathers that men are necessary 

and inescapable as lifelong forces, even though Rosamond is 

sometimes frustrated at her middle-class life (Eliot 128). 

Becky and Dorothea lose their fathers at an early age, and 

those losses seem to help them cultivate their belief that 

women can be self-sufficient and live independently from a 

man 's control. 

The issues of men and money are inseparable in Amelia's 

mind, due in part to her experience with her father and her 

dependence on him for her financial support. Her father is 
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at first a wealthy merchant and can afford to keep his women 

in idleness, firmly entrenching them in "comfort" on the 

continuum. Like most normal Victorian women, Amelia and her 

mother have little knowledge of his business or their finan

cial holdings. Because of this early life, Amelia believes 

that men handle all the money, while the women's purpose is 

to ensure that the men will be comfortable at home and more 

able to pursue their careers. This belief is actually a 

passive one for Amelia because she never really consciously 

thinks about money or wants to handle it. Her surroundings 

and her role model--her mother — help form this belief. Her 

mother cannot summon enough "energy" or "spirit" to take in 

boarders after Mr. Sedley's financial ruin, an action which 

would have saved the family much grief and worry; insteBd, 

"she was content to lie on the shore where fortune had 

stranded her" (Thackeray 455). Therefore, from her mother's 

reaction to their financial ruin, Amelia learns that women 

do not question or expect to be a part of men's decisions, 

especially ones involving money, but must trust to men to 

provide for them; therefore, men and money are one in 

Amelia's mind. 

Growing up in a similarly financially comfortable house

hold, Rosamond also equates men with money, but money for 

her takes a back seat in value to rank or status. She be

lieves her beauty and her flirting skills are sufficient to 
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attract any man; she merely must find the man with the right 

qualifications. Because her father never questions her 

actions and always gives her whatever she wants, even send

ing her to the best school in the area, Rosamond begins her 

young life believing all men will be as indulgent. Her 

self-confidence and her selfishness swell as she grows up. 

Because her father shows little interest in her, being more 

concerned with his son, Rosamond grows up expecting the same 

unquestioning indulgence from all men. But she does not 

think about or really appreciate the life her father has 

provided for her. When she meets Lydgate and recognizes him 

as literally the man of her dreams, she does not stop to 

consider the fact that her father has already earned his 

"economic freedom" or that Lydgate is only beginning to 

pursue his. She merely sees him as her deliverer into the 

world of a higher rank than Middlemarch (Eliot 145). Her 

selfish childhood beliefs carry over into womanhood. She 

believes her natural assets of beauty and charm will enable 

her to continue to receive the unquestioning indulgence she 

has learned from her father to expect. 

Although Becky spends only the very early years of her 

life with her father, he influences her perhaps more than 

any of the other fathers influence their daughters. Because 

of the fast-paced, uncertain life Becky leads with her 

father, she never receives the kind of stable care and 
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support that Amelia and Rosamond have. In fact, because her 

father teaches her how to dodge creditors and landlords, 

Becky learns to believe that she can have anything she wants 

without paying the price. Becky's entire life is lived on 

the premise that she can survive with or without money mere

ly by using her wits and charm. Her father, however, un

knowingly influences her beliefs about men; because of her 

father, Becky believes that men are only stepping stones to 

greater things. Their feelings are directly connected to 

their pocketbooks, and if she can sway their feelings, she 

can control their money. Ironically, her rise in the money-

conscious society of Vanity Fair is really possible only 

because of her poverty-ridden beginning in life; without her 

beginning on the continuum in the position of survival, she 

would not have learned the skills and beliefs that she did. 

Men and money, Becky believes, are to be used and enjoyed to 

her advantage before they are gone. 

Dorothea, too, grows up essentially without her father, 

but her beliefs about men and money are different from 

Becky's, centering not on what they can do for her, but 

rather on what they can do to improve society. She is born 

into a continuum position between safety and comfort; her 

family has land and good breeding, but little money. Her 

Uncle Brooke, although indulgent, is too scatter-brained to 

be a strong influence on the intelligent Dorothea; there

fore, she develops her beliefs more independently than the 
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other three girls. Because her early life is spent without 

the presence of a father, Dorothea does not internalize the 

usual roles and expectations of women in relation to men, 

but rather believes herself to be capable of leading any 

type of life she chooses, even one that includes a "manly" 

form of education. When she realizes that society will not 

let a woman, even one who is inclined to do so, earn or 

spend her own money without the approval of a least one man 

(indeed, it was legally impossible), she changes her ap

proach and tries to get the men who have money, for example. 

Sir James, to use it for social reform in Middlemarch. For 

Dorothea, men and money are also irreversibly tied; but un

like Amelia, who cannot evoke a change, and unlike Becky and 

Rosamond, who want men and money only for the social power 

they can offer, Dorothea wants to work with men to improve 

the lives of as many Middlemarch residents as possible. 

This independent goal is a direct result of her lack of a 

father to guide her, while still young, into the accepted 

beliefs and goals of the typical Victorian woman. However, 

in her desire to realize her humanitarian goals, the issues 

of men and money are not self-centered, but rather are cen

tered on the town and the betterment of society. 

While their fathers are the first influences on the four 

girls' beliefs about men and money, school is the place 

where those beliefs are sharpened, reinforced, and, most 
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importantly, first put to the test against society's tradi

tional norms. During the four girls' somewhat protected 

first venture into society, their childhood beliefs mature 

into life-controlling philosophies. 

Amelia's experience in school illustrates the unques

tioning, rule-following aspect of her nature, and her belief 

that she must have something or someone to give credence to 

her existence is reinforced by her great success in school. 

When she leaves school, all the other girls cry and make her 

promise to write every day (Thackeray 16). Her "industry 

and obedience . . . endeared her to her instructors," and 

she was proficient "in music, in dancing, in orthography, in 

every variety of embroidery and needlework" (Thackeray 12). 

Amelia is shocked when Becky wishes Miss Pinkerton dead only 

one minute after they've left the school; for Amelia, "the 

impressions of six years are not got over in that space of 

time" (Thackeray 20). The structure that school gave to her 

life, and the praise of the teachers, the books, the needle

work, and the musical instruments all serve as props for 

Amelia's personality and actions. She is preparing herself 

through her schooling to achieve her goal of serving a hus

band one day, and because her schooling is the traditional 

kind—with many other young girls, very few adults, and no 

men--Amelia has no new experiences to alter that existing 

belief. However, although she takes the skills she has 



23 

learned to "prop" her up outside school, Amelia has not yet 

learned how to interact with servants, young men, trades

people, or even older women. Therefore, her finishing 

school education leaves her quite unfinished in the skill of 

dealing with people. She also remains uneducated about the 

role and importance of money. Her beliefs are reinforced 

but not tested; since she seems happy to conform completely 

to the perfect image of a Victorian woman, school does not 

test her beliefs. 

Rosamond receives basically the same kind of education 

as Amelia, and the superlative praise she receives there 

reinforces her self-confidence and her beliefs. Just as at 

home, so at school she is wholeheartedly praised by her 

elders, and this confirms her belief that her beauty and 

charm assure her success in life and her achievement of her 

goal of status. As the daughter of a working-class but 

still well-to-do family, Rosamond has all her life learned 

to expect "extras," and her educational "extras, such as the 

getting in and out of a carriage" (Eliot 123) only serve to 

reinforce her expectations. Unlike Amelia, who has grown up 

in ignorance of young men, Rosamond has her "unpleasant" 

brother Fred (Eliot 125) to give her practice. But she is 

not interested in "these inevitable Middlemarch companions" 

(Eliot 124), and she feels sure that school will provide new 

men for her to meet. Rosamond's goals are already hardening 
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into the ones by which she will live her life. Her desire 

is not so much for money, but "^it always makes a differ

ence, though, to be of good family,' said Rosamond, with a 

tone of decision which showed that she had thought on this 

subject" (Eliot 128). She does not necessarily believe her 

family is bad, but she does believe that, since she is beau

tiful and worthy of receiving "extras" in life, she is wor

thy of the "vistas of that middle-class heaven, rank" (Eliot 

145). She wants nothing more than to be rid of her present 

life with an innkeeper in her family tree. Middlemarch's 

standards are not high enough for Rosamond, and her aim is 

to gain higher and higher standards; her education will help 

provide her the means. 

While Amelia enjoys her education, and Rosamond sees 

hers as a means to an end, Becky demonstrates her opinion of 

her education when she throws the secretly-given dictionary 

out the window as she and Amelia leave Miss Pinkerton's. 

She has been unpopular and friendless, except for Amelia, 

and no one even notices her departure because of the hue and 

cry over Amelia's. By throwing away the book, Becky proves 

without doubt that she has no use for the old, traditional 

expectations that young girls will, like Amelia, follow 

everyone else's wishes for their future except their own. 

Becky is not foolish enough to completely disregard society, 

because she does want to rise in the Fair, but she intends 
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to use her feminine wiles, her charms, and the survival 

skills she learned from her father, not Dr. Johnson's dic

tionary, as her means. Becky's formal education is essen

tially useless to her purpose, but it does give her one very 

important opportunity: the entrance into respectable soci

ety through her friendship with Amelia. Without Amelia, 

Becky would have had a much rougher time getting started on 

achieving her goals. In fact, her first occasion to prac

tice her charms occurs with Jos, and it is tremendously 

successful as practice since Jos is too timid to actually 

propose marriage. But Becky has been given a look at polite 

society, and it is a more invaluable lesson than everything 

at Miss Pinkerton's. 

Unlike Becky, who rejects intellectual education in 

favor of enhancement of her feminine wiles, Dorothea rep

resents the most radical of the four in her educational 

experience because she wishes to pursue a "manly" sort of 

learning that extends beyond the "shallows of ladies'-school 

literature" (Eliot 47). She is not satisfied with the "toy-

box history of the world" she receives (Eliot 112). Her 

"plans," as Celia calls them, to improve the living of the 

Tipton Grange tenants necessitate, at least in her mind, 

that she learn more than how to sew or draw; she wants an 

education equal to a man's that will help her in the fight 

for social reform. Though she has received a somewhat more 
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liberal education by attending a Swiss school, it "proves 

even less adequate as a preparation for life than the smat

terings of elegance that Rosamond gleaned at Mrs. Lemon's" 

(Haight 7), and certainly for her purposes, it is not 

enough. Unlike Amelia, who flourishes in the rigidly struc

tured school atmosphere, Dorothea feels barred from the real 

education she desires. Her appetite has only been whetted; 

she is "not to be satisfied by a girlish instruction compar

able to the nibblings and judgments of a discursive mouse" 

(Eliot 50). Ironically, Dorothea values education much more 

highly than the men who have easy access to it all their 

lives. Therefore, her education leaves her desiring more, 

and believing she can be an equal partner with any man in 

any endeavor. 

After their formal education, how do the girls change 

their beliefs and attitudes about men and money or form 

actual goals or ambitions? Regardless of the fact that all 

four girls have received basically the same education, the 

individuality of their experiences in childhood form the 

different foundations for their different goals and ambi

tions. Amelia's security in her home and her traditional 

role models have strengthened her goal to be a good wife and 

mother and to use to these purposes what she learned in 

school. Rosamond and Becky seek higher social status. All 

three of these women have goals that require men for 
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success. Dorothea is the only woman who believes that her 

goals can be accomplished by herself. But Dorothea is also 

the first woman to discover that her goals have changed, at 

least partially, to include the attainment of higher knowl

edge. This she can obtain only from a man, and that man is 

Casaubon. 

Described by Lydgate as being "under a vow to be differ

ent from all other women" (Eliot 398), Dorothea is indeed 

different in her goals, since she wants her plans for social 

reform to be taken seriously in Middlemarch. Her goals 

involve the use of money she has inherited; she can afford 

financially to pursue her ambitions, but she cannot socially 

afford them because society deems them unfit for a young 

woman. Despite her good intentions, this goal is one that 

causes Dorothea to meet not only social resistance, but also 

legal resistance since she cannot legally spend her own 

money without a man's approval. Dorothea has another goal 

she believes is equally important to her success in social 

reform, and that is a deeper education and the opportunity 

to broaden her knowledge. But these goals, toward which any 

man could have worked without continual criticism, do not 

come so easily for a young woman. As Dorothea begins her 

struggle to achieve her goals, she is subjected to continual 

criticism from her family, her peers, and her fellow Middle-

marchers. Regardless of her "theoretic" mind (Eliot 30) and 
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her truly good intentions, Dorothea is not afforded any 

opportunity to pursue her goals. 

While Dorothea's goals are motivated by a sense of 

humanitarianism, Becky's goals are motivated by a selfish 

concern with social status. Her goal of social status of 

the highest order necessitates that she have money to 

finance her social climb, but since she does not have an 

inheritance, like Dorothea, she must use men in order to get 

money. She demonstrates how a woman can rise from poverty-

stricken childhood to the top of the Vanity Fair social 

ladder simply by manipulating men into giving her money and 

jewels, and by persuading their wives to invite her to the 

important social functions. Learning early in life with her 

father that she can get things without paying the same price 

as other people, Becky has "sharply" honed her wit and ch^rm 

by the time she reaches womanhood. Though not as interested 

in money as she is in social power, Becky believes money can 

buy anything, even respectability, such as when she employs 

Miss Briggs as a companion in order to convince society that 

nothing adulterous is happening between her and Lord Steyne 

(Thackeray 487). Relationships, to Becky, are to be used to 

her best advantage; she cannot make any emotional attach

ments because, if her plan succeeds, she will soon leave 

that person behind to move up the social ladder. Her goal 

is all-consuming and never-changing. 
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Rosamond's goals and ambitions illustrate an attitude 

as selfish as Becky's, but with one exception. While Becky 

uses anyone who can advance her social climb, Rosamond needs 

only one, well-chosen husband "carrying a certain air of 

distinction congruous with good family, and possessing con

nections" (Eliot 145). Like Becky, she desires an ever-

higher social standing so that she may get "a little nearer 

to that celestial condition on earth in which she would have 

nothing to do with vulgar people" (Eliot 195). Unlike 

Becky, Rosamond does appreciate marriage, and "she had woven 

a little future" (Eliot 145) in which the perfect man turns 

up in Middlemarch. Also unlike Becky, who could never get 

enough money and "things," Rosamond cares little for money 

itself. "There was nothing financial, still less sordid, in 

her previsions: she cared about what were considered re

finements, and not about the money that was to pay for them" 

(Eliot 146). When Lydgate arrives in Middlemarch, Rosamond 

believes her goal is achieved after spending only a few 

minutes with him on their first meeting. Scarcely moments 

after leaving him, "she was far on in the costume and intro

ductions of her wedded life, having determined on her house 

in Middlemarch, and foreseen the visits she would pay to her 

husband's high-bred relatives" (Eliot 146). Rosamond has 

exerted hardly any effort toward achieving her goal when it 

seems she already has it. 
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Amelia's goals and ambitions involve nothing even re

motely resembling a social climb. Rather, she illustrates 

the most traditionally "normal" goals for Victorian women, a 

result of spending her entire life with her parents or Miss 

Pinkerton seeing to her wants and needs. With this lifelong 

background, Amelia believes she must have someone to make 

decisions for her and protect her, and, as she matures, 

someone for her to care for. Because Amelia has been so 

sheltered, her goals do not involve money, since she has 

never dealt with it before. Indeed, when George is courting 

her, he often brings her presents (Thackeray 141) but pres

ents mean little to Amelia. What she desires is George's 

presence in her life as a constant force. Since George has 

been a lifelong friend of the Sedley household, it seems 

that Amelia, like Rosamond, will be able to achieve her goal 

with very little effort. 

With these childhood experiences, educations, and form

ulations of goals and ambitions, the four women enter their 

societies in hopes of successfully achieving their ambi

tions. On the continuum of Survival, Safety, Comfort, and 

Power, Dorothea begins somewhere higher than mere safety, 

but not quite to comfort since she lives in "well-bred 

economy" (Eliot 30). Amelia and Rosamond, as daughters of 

wealthy businessmen, are both continually in the position of 

comfort. Becky begins her life at the point of mere surviv

al, but when her school and her intelligence enable her to 
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get a governess position, she has advanced to at least safe

ty. She represents the biggest change so far. As the four 

young women begin to interact with men and money, and suc

ceed or fail in reaching their goals, their positions on the 

continuum change. 



CHAPTER III 

WOMEN AND MONEY 

For women on the continuum's survival position, money is 

uncertain at best. For those in the safety position, money 

is available through work; there are no family fortunes, and 

work provides only enough money for food and shelter, no 

extras. Women in the comfort position find money more plen

tiful, including at least some land or family fortunes or 

inheritances, and available to purchase better things. This 

money is often earned through a higher position of work, 

such as that of Amelia's merchant father. It also affords 

the family some respect from their community. For women in 

the power position, money is plentiful, whether from an 

earned or inherited fortune. Power also means the family 

has influence on and participates in the governing of the 

local community or its social standards. Money—more money 

than one can realistically need or spend—is necessary to 

the power position. 

As the four young women enter their societies, and begin 

to accomplish or at least seek out their goals, they begin 

to realize more clearly the importance of money in their 

Victorian world. The girls previously have thought little 

about money, or their places on the continuum, until they 
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reach school, where money, both its possession and its lack, 

becomes sometimes painfully relevant. 

As students in a society where schooling is paid for by 

parents and not taxpayers, the girls become very aware of 

whose parents have money and whose do not. For girls, 

parents with money mean attendance at a finishing school, 

unlike girls with no money who will be regarded by society, 

particularly marriageable men, as somehow incomplete as 

women because they are "unfinished"; these girls will have 

little hope of catching husbands who can improve a financial 

status that is often on only the survival level of the con

tinuum. Articled pupils, students whose tuition is paid for 

in goods or services rather than in cash, and whose position 

on the continuum is more likely in the safety position, are 

not considered by society to be socially acceptable friends 

for pupils such as Amelia and Rosamond. Their articled 

status is evidence that they lack the wealth and family 

reputation necessary for social acceptance on the comfort or 

power levels of the continuum, where Amelia's and Rosamond's 

families are. Therefore, school is the first place where 

the girls become aware of the power of money and its effects 

on their lives. 

With the exception of Becky, who has already made a 

move, the girls' positions on the continuum do not change 

throughout their childhood and school years. Dorothea, with 
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a good background but little money, is above the safety 

level but not entirely entrenched in the comfort position. 

Rosamond, although she is embarrassed by having an innkeeper 

in her background, has a well-respected family and a wealthy 

father which put her firmly in the comfort level. Amelia 

also is in the comfort level due to her family's wealth and 

reputation, perhaps even leaning a little to the power side 

since her father is influential in the community. The 

positions of these three students on the continuum do not 

change throughout their school experience, and because of 

their families' relative security, they have thought very 

little about money for themselves. 

Becky, on the other hand, has lived her whole life 

thinking about money, because its scarcity during her child

hood has kept her on the survival level of the continuum. 

Though she hates school and Miss Pinkerton, she is a good 

student, and thanks to her intelligence, receives a govern

ess position that moves her up to the safety level before 

she even leaves school. She, at least, has practical knowl

edge and the opportunity to improve her status by teaching. 

Money means different things to the girls as they begin 

adult life and the quest for their goals and ambitions. To 

Becky, money is of course the symbol of security and power, 

and she wants it to keep her out of poverty and in the lime

light. Rosamond also wants to be in the limelight, but her 
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goals do not articulate money specifically; she merely wants 

the status that is brought about by having money. Amelia 

also does not articulate any definite thoughts or goals con

cerning money because she believes it is best handled by men 

such as her father. Unlike Amelia, Dorothea does incorpor

ate money into her goals, but not for her own glorification, 

like Becky and Rosamond. Rather, Dorothea requires money to 

fulfill her goals of social improvement. 

As the women approach the age of marriage and begin to 

pursue their goals, money becomes more important. Rosa

mond's goal of social status requires her to make a good 

marriage, since she is unhappy with the status her own fam

ily has. A good family with rank, not money, is the focal 

point of Rosamond's ambitions. "There was nothing financial 

. . . in her previsions: she cared about what were consid

ered refinements, and not about the money that was to pay 

for them" (Eliot 146). Her refusal to consider any Middle-

march men as potential husbands, which effectively cuts off 

most of the available men, illustrates her dedication to her 

goals. "A stranger was absolutely necessary to Rosamond's 

social romance, which had always turned on a lover and 

bridegroom who was not a Middlemarcher" (Eliot 145). With 

this requirement, Rosamond could have been in for a very 

long struggle to achieve her goal, but, of course, the eli

gible Lydgate turns up in Middlemarch with perfect timing. 
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His appearance adds the requirement to her dream that her 

husband "should somehow be related to a baronet" (Eliot 

145), which Lydgate is, although Rosamond is unaware that he 

is not on good terms with his "high-bred" family. Probably 

because it was never scarce in her home, Rosamond does not 

care about money itself; "in fact, she never thought of 

money except as something necessary which other people would 

always provide" (Eliot 301). Rosamond is completely ignor

ant of how much money is actually required to run a house, 

and when she marries Lydgate, she dismisses money as a prob

lem, because Lydgate lives well and has a promising career. 

Money becomes even less of a concern than before her marri

age. But living on a budget was not one of the "extras" 

taught by Mrs. Lemon, and the amount of money required for 

Lydgate to live well barely covers the necessities for a 

married couple. Rosamond believes "good housekeeping con

sisted simply in ordering the best of everything" (Eliot 

634). Her lack of practicality, her selfish focus on her 

own goals of a lovely, well-bred life, and her refusal to 

recognize others' goals result in a shaky marriage and her 

slip down the continuum. 

Because Rosamond has no desire to help Lydgate's financ

es by curbing her spending, she puts pressure on Lydgate to 

give up his lifelong ambition of research in order to earn 

an easier and more lucrative salary by being an ordinary 
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country doctor treating wealthy patients. Her selfish 

determination to succeed at her goals ultimately causes the 

sacrifice of her husband's goals. Her mind, a "perfect rag-

and-bottle shop" filled with beautiful but useless things 

(Austen 559) offers no room for understanding or appreciat

ing anyone else's goals or desires. Her mind set is due 

entirely to her indulgent, spoiled upbringing. "Brought up 

as she has been she cannot possibly understand why his 

research must take precedence over the happier and more 

practical task of earning a good living and having pleasant 

dinner parties" (Austen 559). Her father's ability to in

dulge her every wish is a direct result of a job that he 

loved, a fact which she does not recognize. She wants only 

the results of that job, and now expects those results from 

Lydgate. Since her father was able to so indulge her when 

he had a large family to support, Rosamond cannot understand 

why Lydgate cannot indulge her as well, especially since 

they are the only two people in their household. She is 

incapable of understanding that Lydgate's research, while 

not as lucrative, brings to him pride and self-respect. The 

rewards of his work are academic, not financial, and are 

based on respect and acclamation from his colleagues. But 

Rosamond is "enclosed in the limitations of her own tempera

ment and upbringing" (Austen 559). She believes her rights 

to "pleasant dinner parties" have been violated by Lydgate's 
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goals. She wants only to keep up appearances, even as she 

sours and bankrupts Lydgate's love for her. 

Becky also represents an uncompromising focus on social 

ambitions, but she also requires money for her goals. In 

Vanity Fair, many people's actions are based solely on 

money, as are many of Becky's. When.Becky leaves school, 

Thackeray says she "was not beginning the world, she was 

beginning it over again" (27). From her wild childhood with 

her father, Becky has already learned the tricks of her 

trade; school is merely a hiatus from her father's take-it-

and-run life. Becky is not alone in taking things without 

paying the price; doing so is commonplace in Vanity Fair: 

"If every person is to be banished from society who runs 

into debt and cannot pay . . . why, what a howling wild

erness and intolerable dwelling Vanity Fair would be!" 

(Thackeray 603). While Becky is the personification of the 

attitude that something can be gotten for nothing, she is 

also entirely capable of dealing with money if she needs to. 

That her first target in her social climb is Amelia's 

brother, Jos, only shows how carefully planned her ascent in 

society is. She has befriended Amelia in order to take 

advantage of the societal connections with which Amelia was 

born, in the same manner Rosamond latches onto Lydgate be

cause of his family connections. Because Becky has lacked 

money in the past, and has learned its importance and 
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usefulness to the achievement of her goals, she will sacri

fice a friendship, and ultimately her marriage, for personal 

gain. Proving her skill with money, she ruthlessly takes 

advantage of Jos's fear of being caught in battle when she 

sells him her horses for a small fortune (Thackeray 410). 

To Becky, this is not exploiting a friend; it is simply good 

money management. Her ruthlessness is further illustrated 

in her actions when Rawdon is leaving for battle. They are 

already married and Becky has many beautiful clothes, jew

els, and money, but she is not satisfied. While Amelia is 

helplessly overwrought at George's leaving, and Mrs. O'Dowd 

packs her husband's bag with resigned experience, Becky 

calmly adds up Rawdon's financial holdings (Thackeray 345). 

Her attention and devotion to her goal leave little room for 

emotional attachments, even to her own husband. Money be

comes a center of life for her and Rawdon when they later 

establish popular gambling parties; as she revels in their 

current success and popularity, she plans the next step in 

her social climb, admonishing Rawdon that gambling should 

add to their income, not be their only income. "Some day 

people may be tired of play, and then where are we" she asks 

(Thackeray 431). Ironically, after Rawdon orders her out of 

the house, she is reduced to gambling for any income at all 

(Thackeray 771). 

Because Becky has spent a penniless childhood on the 

survival level of the continuum, she places a great impor-
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tance on money, and she is willing to sacrifice her reputa

tion, her husband, even her son, in order to achieve more 

wealth and power for herself. Her attitude is that "to be 

liked is fun and profit" (Talon 136), and she certainly 

profits from anyone and everyone that she can. Even in her 

early years in the Fair, just the illusion of having money 

by living on credit is better than appearing to be poor, as 

exemplified in Chapter 36, entitled "How to Live Well on 

Nothing a Year." The key is to use friends quickly to im

prove status, take whatever gifts of money or jewelry are 

offered, and move on to the next source. 

While Rosamond also demonstrates this extremely selfish 

attitude toward achieving her goal, Becky illustrates a con

sciously, carefully planned and executed organization, first 

evidenced in the title of Chapter 2, "In Which Miss Sharp 

and Miss Sedley Prepare to Open the Campaign," and continued 

through the novel until Becky, outcast by Rawdon and scorned 

by Lord Steyne, "still laboriously smile[s]" upon people who 

avoid her (Thackeray 765). Ironically, her goals can never 

be achieved in Vanity Fair, because Vanity Fair will con

tinue to demand more riches, longer family histories, and 

bigger parties to keep the "top" of society continually out 

of reach. Becky is never satisfied, and society will never 

let her be satisfied with her position, even when she tops 

the power level on the continuum. 
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Becky's ruthlessly calculated pursuit of money and its 

benefits is in sharp contrast to the character of Amelia, 

who demonstrates a marked lack of interest in money. Like 

Rosamond, Amelia grows up in a comfortaby well-off house

hold, with a respectable Victorian father who can keep his 

women in idleness. Amelia is the only woman who does not 

specifically articulate her goals; although she knows she 

wants a home and a husband, money is never an explicit part 

of that picture. Her lack of active interest in money cer

tainly results from the fact that her family always has had 

money and it was always handled by her father. She and her 

mother were never required to account for or reduce house

hold spending, and in turn, never expressed interest in Mr. 

Sedley's business. 

Because Amelia grows up with the constant availability 

of money, as well as someone to decide how it should be 

used, she never exhibits the same obsession with money as 

Becky and Rosamond do, even after her father's financial 

ruin and George's death. She continues to believe that men 

are the ones who should handle and control money, and "her 

allegiance is always to her father" (McMaster 194) even when 

they are reduced to poverty. Her own financial affairs "she 

trusted to Major Dobbin as an accountant, took his somewhat 

confused calculations for granted, and never once suspected 

how much she was in his debt" (Thackeray 465). Amelia is 
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simply content to know that her finances are being taken 

care of by a man. She remains ignorant of even her own 

money, and still lives a life centered on a man, her father. 

"Poverty . . . only intensif[ies] her pleasure in her own 

self-sacrifice" (Rawlins 31), a self-sacrifice that includes 

the refusal to take in boarders, when such a move could 

potentially have raised her and her family out of poverty. 

Amelia's concerns continue to focus on her family and not 

money, even when her family is on the verge of starvation 

for the lack of it. 

While Becky and Rosamond use money and its benefits for 

their own advancement, and Amelia ignores money as being in 

the realm of men, Dorothea is most unusual because her goal 

is not to use money for herself or even her family, but for 

the tenants of Tipton Grange, people to whom, society as

serts, she has no responsibility and for whom she need show 

no concern. Strangely enough, Dorothea is oddly similar to 

Becky in that they both consider money as a means to an end; 

however, the ends are extremely different ones. Becky's end 

is her reaching the peak of Vanity Fair society; Dorothea's 

is focused on the lower levels of Middlemarch society, the 

best place to achieve her goal of humanitarianism. Her lack 

of interest in money or possessions to enhance herself is so 

strong that it even affects her sister, Celia. When Celia 

requests to wear some of their mother's jewels, Dorothea is 
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surprised because such things never enter her philosophical 

and idealistic mind; instead of wearing jewels which come 

from heaven, Dorothea "is only satisfied to become, herself, 

a fragment of heaven" (Zimmerman 219). Dorothea's plans and 

intellectual explorations, more important to her than the 

usual fripperies of womanhood, affect her marriageability. 

Few Victorian men would care to court a woman whose aim in 

life is to house and educate persons of a lower class and to 

do so by using her money. Most men realize that "the appli

cation of her income . . . would interfere with political 

economy and the keeping of saddle-horses" (Eliot 31). When 

Dorothea accepts Casaubon's proposal, one which society 

deems an ill choice, the money-conscious Middlemarchers can 

justify her decision only on the grounds of Casaubon's for

tune. Even if Dorothea refuses to recognize the traditional 

uses and powers of money, society will do it for her. When 

she marries Ladislaw, giving up the fortune that society 

used to justify her marriage to Casaubon, the Middlemarchers 

are again scandalized and cannot find a way to justify this 

decision. In each of these cases, Dorothea illustrates a 

woman with a mind of her own, one capable of making deci

sions which she believes are in her best interest, although 

society usually labels them as wrong. The Rector defends 

her decision to marry Ladislaw, saying "nobody would have 

said anything if she had married the young fellow because he 
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was rich" (Eliot 877). His statement contradicts the typi

cal Middlemarch attitude toward women and money—women 

married men, legally gave up their claim to even their own 

money, and thereafter let the men manage all the money. The 

Middlemarchers are scandalized not so much because Dorothea 

is losing her fortune from Casaubon, but because she makes 

her own choices about her future, choices that seem inex

plicable to the Middlemarchers. 

Even though Becky and Rosamond both marry men for their 

money and connections, they spend money in the more tradi

tional ways: on clothes, their homes, and entertainment. 

But Dorothea's far more serious intention for her money is 

quite out of the ordinary and demonstrates her selflessness 

and concern for others, even when it means suffering soci

ety's criticisms. 

The characters' interest or lack of interest in money 

affects their positions on the continuum. Dorothea's posi

tion between safety and comfort changes when she marries 

Casaubon and reaches comfort. Even though she cannot use 

his money for her goals because he will not allow her to do 

so, she is still raised on the continuum. Rosamond has 

changed very little from her starting position in comfort, 

even though she desperately wants to move into the power 

position through her marriage to Lydgate. His financial 

status maintains her in comfort, until their financial prob

lems begin to move them backwards. Amelia has begun in 
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extreme comfort, but because of her father's financial ruin, 

she has also slid back to somewhere just above the survival 

level. She does not have to live by her wits as Becky did 

in the survival level, because there is still a little 

money. Once again, Becky represents the largest change. 

From her beginnings at the survival level to her swift move 

to safety, Becky is now, through her determination and her 

marriage to Rawdon, advanced to the comfort level. It is 

only a matter of time before she reaches the ultimate posi

tion of power. 



CHAPTER IV 

WOMEN AND MEN 

While money is a significant and visible force for move

ment on the continuum, the most important factor for the 

women in these novels is men. In Victorian society, men 

controlled nearly all of the money; it was a rare woman who 

could spend her money independently of a male. Since this 

was the case, most women had to find a financially secure 

husband to raise or at least sustain their position on the 

continuum. 

The financial status of the man has a direct correlation 

with the emotional, intellectual, and social support he is 

able to give the women in his life. For women in the sur

vival position, men, whether fathers, husbands, or brothers, 

function as the main income source for the family. Becky's 

situation was rare in that she got money herself for them, 

but her doing so was necessary since her father was often 

drunk. Men in the survival position had the same skills as 

Becky--wheedling, stealing, or postponing payment—and 

oftentimes there was great risk involved in getting money. 

With all skills focused on survival itself, there was little 

time, if any, to allow the men to contribute to the women's 

emotional, intellectual, or social well-being. 

46 
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For women in the safety position, the men have moved up 

to holding relatively steady jobs as servants or factory 

workers. The income is not much, but it is steady enough 

for the family to stay in one place. Necessities of life 

are more easily afforded because of the man's work. Though 

the men are able to offer only a very basic existence, with 

few luxuries, they are able to offer some emotional support 

to the women, who also must work long, hard hours in the 

home for the family's existence. But the family unit is 

often strong, with everyone working to help, and the women 

do receive some emotional gratification. Sometimes, there 

is even the opportunity for intellectual support if the 

girls are able to become articled pupils. 

For women in the comfort position, the financial support 

is much stronger and the men can afford more than just the 

basic necessities for their women and families. The women 

related to these men do not have to perform menial tasks 

around the house; they have servants for that purpose. The 

security of their lives enables the men to give more emo

tional support because they do not have to worry about where 

the next meal will come from, and many begin to build a good 

name and reputation in the community, a good reputation 

providing the social support. Intellectual support is more 

commonplace, with the daughters of the families regularly 

attending finishing schools. 
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In the power position, one which nearly always begins 

with a "good" birth, the men have amassed a long career, a 

well-known reputation (whether good or bad), and a great 

amount of savings. They have demonstrated their capabili

ties for influencing the government, the business world, and 

the social environment. Women related to these men have the 

best clothes and the most high-status friends in the soci

ety; they are also responsible for the entertainment and 

social functions necessary to uphold the family's position 

of power. The financial and social support is clearly evi

dent, while the intellectual support that was earlier given 

to the wives in their girlhood is neglected in favor of 

experience in social skills. Also, emotional support has 

become rare, due to the fact that the men must continually 

guard their positions of power. Therefore, the emotions and 

intellect of women, which were praised by Harrison, are 

neglected for the more public financial and social support. 

In all four positions, women attain or keep their status 

by virtue of the men who are their fathers or husbands. 

Women could not achieve a higher status alone because there 

were virtually no jobs available to women above the safety 

level, and the power position must be reached through 

connections to persons already in the power position, con

nections which are earned through wealth, work, and social 

influence. 



49 

Since women are basically forced to depend on men for 

their livelihood and advancement on the continuum, their 

relationships with men, whether as daughters, sisters, or 

wives, are of the utmost importance and affect their lives 

forever. Depending first on their fathers, then on their 

husbands to supervise their welfare socially, mentally, 

emotionally, and financially, women frequently regarded men 

and money as inseparable. 

The four women in Vanity Fair and Middlemarch, however 

independent, must work within the context of these tradi

tions. Rosamond and Becky illustrate a more independent 

attitude, but still rely on men for their physical and 

psychic well-being. Amelia conforms most closely to the 

most traditional attitudes of Victorian women in relation to 

men. Dorothea represents the most radical philosophy of the 

four, making her own choices concerning the men she marries 

and the roles men will play in her life. 

Besides giving her many educational advantages, Rosa

mond's father indulges her so completely that he unknowingly 

nurtures her disdain for Middlemarch because she believes no 

Middlemarcher can maintain this level of indulgence to which 

she is accustomed. Her success and popularity in the school 

also serve to strengthen her disdain toward all Middle-

marchers, even her own family, and to convince her that her 

husband must be from outside Middlemarch. 
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Ironically, Rosamond's scorn of her Middlemarch suitors, 

namely Ned Plymdale, results in a scorn that is returned to 

her by Ned's mother. She is thankful that Ned has escaped 

Rosamond, even though "he could certainly better afford to 

keep such a wife than some people can," Mrs. Plymdale says 

(Eliot 329). But Rosamond has made it clear that she does 

not want an ordinary businessman such as Ned; even though he 

makes a very good living and will someday own the business, 

he does not have the "good family" that Rosamond requires. 

Having been trained superbly at Mrs. Lemon's, Rosamond 

has only begun to exert her finishing school skills when 

Lydgate has "lost his balance and fallen in love" (Eliot 

121). Lydgate is so overpowered by "the sudden belief that 

this sweet young creature depended on him for her joy" 

(Eliot 336) that he completely forgets his resolution to 

work at least five years before marrying. His orderly, 

scientific mind crumbles under Rosamond's beauty and charm. 

The problems that will plague their entire marriage have 

their source in that moment when Lydgate puts his commitment 

to his research second to Rosamond's charm. Because Lydgate 

makes this decision, their relationship is based upon her 

success over his opposition. From the beginning, they do 

not discuss any practical matters; in fact, Lydgate's enthu

siasm blinds him to Rosamond's true pettiness. He believes 

she "will not mind about new clothes [which] can be bought 
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afterwards" (Eliot 385). "what original notions you clever 

men have!" she replies (Eliot 385). Had Lydgate's intelli

gent, rational mind been operating, he would have seen the 

basis for Rosamond's motivation in marrying him. She does 

not necessarily love him, but rather the status she believes 

he will give her. But her charm is so powerful that he 

gives in to her wishes. 

He has given in to her once, which serves as a founda

tion for all their future discussions. When he wants to 

speed up the wedding date, Rosamond, not to be cheated of 

any wedding benefits she believes she deserves, becomes 

"slightly meditative; in fact, she was going through many 

intricacies of lace-edging and hosiery and petticoat-

tucking, in order to give an answer that would at least be 

approximate" (Eliot 386). She is not going to be pushed by 

his passion into an early wedding date, and possibly miss 

out on some of the activities for which she had trained 

during her entire life. 

Rosamond has discovered that she can win her way with 

very little effort, thereby basing their discussions on 

emotional, not rational, grounds. Their avoidance of dis

cussing his income and her dowry is a case in point. The 

reader, of course, knows that there is little of either, but 

Lydgate's and Rosamond's ignorance of these facts means they 

are going into a lifelong relationship believing something 

entirely wrong about each other. 
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Rosamond is not entirely at fault for this misconception 

though. Her upbringing is such that women have no part in 

anything financial. Those matters are men's to deal with, 

and Lydgate and her father should settle the specifics of 

Lydgate's and Rosamond's financial holdings and prospects. 

Rosamond's Aunt Bulstrode is horrified that Rosamond would 

marry a man she has heard is poor; she says that Rosamond 

should not expect to live "in high style" but Rosamond 

"meant to live as she pleased" (Eliot 331). Mrs. Bulstrode 

is also gravely concerned that Rosamond's father has not 

inquired into Lydgate's prospects (Eliot 381), an activity 

which was expected by all soon-to-be husbands. Mr. Vincy 

does talk to Rosamond about the fact that he cannot afford 

to give her a dowry; she unthinkingly says, "I am sure he 

expects nothing, papa" (Eliot 388). Because of her father's 

failure to perform his fatherly duties in interrogating his 

future son-in-law, because of Lydgate's being overwhelmed by 

Rosamond's loveliness and attentions, and because of 

Rosamond's recognition that her goal is within her reach, 

Lydgate and Rosamond marry without the usual preliminaries 

common to Victorian marriages between people of their 

station. 

Rosamond can only assume by her father's consent that 

these matters have been taken care of, and her attitude is 

that men will take care of her, so that "she would never do 
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anything that was disagreeable to her" (Eliot 196). When 

their financial troubles come to light, Rosamond can see 

Lydgate's attempts to solve them only as personal attacks on 

her. She does not see the selling of her house and its con

tents as a way to save her marriage; these things are hers 

now through her marriage, and she sees his requests of her 

as his way of destroying her. He is asking her to concern 

herself with financial matters, matters which are repugnant 

to Rosamond. "The thought in her mind was that if she had 

known how Lydgate would behave, she would never have married 

him" (Eliot 642). Ironically, Lydgate tries to sell the 

house to Ned Plymdale, whom Rosamond had turned down as a 

suitor. He has done very well for himself and can truly 

afford the lifestyle Rosamond wanted; that he should have 

her house is intolerable to Rosamond. She finds out that 

Ned is looking at another house, assumes he will take that 

one, and goes to Trumbull to cancel Lydgate's order to 

advertise their house. "It was the first time in her life 

that Rosamond had thought of doing anything in the form of 

business, but she felt equal to the occasion" (Eliot 704). 

By visiting the bank, Rosamond demonstrates that she will 

not easily give up her goals, even if it means doing some

thing out of the ordinary for a Victorian woman. Her 

motivation is to save her home at all costs, including her 

husband's life. 



54 

Another step she takes is writing to Lydgate's baron 

uncle; the results are disastrous. A traditional Victorian 

man, the baron is astonished and angered that Lydgate would 

allow his wife to beg for him, even though Lydgate knew 

nothing about the letter. Rosamond has resorted to two 

attempts to secretly save her house by appealing to others, 

but she refuses to recognize Lydgate's appeal to her to help 

them get out of debt by spending less and selling the things 

they do not need. These are things she cannot do. 

Lydgate finally recognizes that the Rosamond who is his 

wife is not the Rosamond he believed he was courting. She 

is awed and excited by his cousin. Captain Lydgate, and 

Lydgate knows it. 

"The fact is, you would wish me to be a little 
more like him. Rosy," said Lydgate. . . . Those 
words of Lydgate's were like a sad milestone 
marking how far he had travelled from his old 
dreamland, in which Rosamond Vincy appeared to be 
that perfect piece of womanhood who would 
reverence her husband's mind. (Eliot 628) 

It is a sad revelation for Lydgate, one which Rosamond does 

not acknowledge. But he does not give up on their marriage 

and appeals to her love. 

Rosamond's greatest wrong toward Lydgate is not in 

refusing to give up her possessions; it is in her lack of 

faith in him. When she finds out he has been disgraced in 

the Bulstrode affair, she is terribly shocked. However, she 

is not shocked for Lydgate; she is shocked that sjie is 
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connected to him. "It seemed to her that no lot could be so 

cruelly hard as hers—to have married a man who had become 

the centre of infamous suspicions" (Eliot 813). Instead of 

having faith in her husband and believing that there must be 

an explanation, she immediately judges him guilty and goes 

"home with a sense of justified repugnance towards her hus

band" (Eliot 813). Here is proof that all along her beliefs 

have been well-founded; her husband is out to destroy her. 

Ultimately, Lydgate is cleared, but Rosamond wins the 

financial battle. Lydgate builds his practice on the 

wealthy and has great skill, "but he always regarded himself 

as a failure: he had not done what he once meant to do" 

(Eliot 893). He dies rather young, at age fifty, and Rosa

mond quickly marries another wealthy doctor "who took kindly 

to her four children" (Eliot 893). Rosamond has succeeded 

in getting everything she wanted, but at the cost of Lyd

gate's ambitions and his life. 

Rosamond's self-centeredness is also reflected in her 

relationship with Will Ladislaw. She lives "much in the 

idea that each man [she] meet[s] would have preferred [her] 

if the preference had not been hopeless" (Eliot 809). 

Will's attention to Rosamond is actually based, on his part, 

in friendship with a lovely and talented lady; he has no 

romantic notions toward her. But she is incapable of be

lieving that a man can be interested in a woman in such a 
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manner. When the financial problems of her marriage threat

en her, she fancies that Ladislaw would have made "a much 

more suitable husband for her than she had found in Lydgate" 

(Eliot 810). However, as Eliot points out, Rosamond's 

problems do not lie with Lydgate; they are actually with 

marriage itself and "its demand for self-suppression and 

tolerance . . . not to the nature of her husband" (810). 

Lydgate has done nothing but ask for her self-suppression 

and tolerance toward their finances, but in Ladislaw, 

Rosamond sees an attractive young man who is paying atten

tion to her and not asking her to do disagreeable things 

such as sell her dishes. He is a temptation for her mind 

and a pleasant way to pass her dreary marriage. His atten

tions to her make her believe "that women, even after mar

riage, might make conquests and enslave men" (Eliot 472). 

After all, her finishing school trained her for just such 

attentions, and just because she is married should not, at 

least in Rosamond's mind, mean she must give up her skills 

and arts. 

When Dorothea discovers Rosamond and Will together in 

what seems an intimate conversation in Chapter 77, Rosamond 

at first experiences gratification that her womanliness 

should be seen by another woman, but Will's anger at her 

soon alters her opinion. She is faced suddenly with the 

fact that Will spends time with her only as a friend, and 



57 

that his real attentions and thoughts are with Dorothea. 

This self-realization creates an opportunity—the only 

opportunity Rosamond takes—to help another woman win a man 

that she herself has fancied as hers. Her actions in ex

plaining the situation to Dorothea prove that Rosamond has 

at least a little selflessness in her, though it is rarely 

demonstrated. 

Rosamond may use her own husband to advance her on the 

social scale, but Becky uses her husband and her relation

ship with every other man in her life to benefit herself. 

Since marriage is a necessity, Becky takes the first oppor

tunity to snag a husband in Jos Sedley. Her attentions, 

however, will not stop at her husband; in fact, her husband 

is "tolerated only because she must be a married woman to 

move freely about in society" (Williams 39). Each man gives 

or teaches something to Becky that enables her to make her 

next moves up the social ladder. 

From Jos, Becky learns the important lesson that mar

riage is not a requirement for having control over a man. 

Although even her great charms cannot induce him to propose, 

Jos remains infatuated with her for a lifetime, and he 

remains in her power. When she is destitute and desperate, 

she charms him into returning her to Vanity Fair, for she 

is, as Jos says, an "ornament" to it (Thackeray 781), even 

though by now she is a somewhat tarnished ornament. 
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Because Jos has showed her that men can help her without 

being married to her, Becky hopes to gain from Sir Pitt, 

even though his gushing proposal comes too late and Becky 

"wept some of the most genuine tears that ever fell from her 

eyes" (Thackeray 170). The cause of her "most genuine 

tears" is the fact that she has already married his son, and 

she realizes that the fortune she could have been wife to, 

she will now only be daughter-in-law to. Sir Pitt could 

have saved her much time and work in achieving her goals, 

but she hastily took the sure thing in Rawdon. 

Even though Becky fails twice, with Jos and Sir Pitt, 

her marriage to Rawdon presents her with a life of stabil

ity, wealth, and eventually acceptance into polite society. 

In this relationship, Becky demonstrates her greatest use of 

and victory over a man. Becky begins Fair life as a most 

obedient wife; she does everything possible to make him 

happy; when he was home "she was alert and happy: when he 

went out she pressed him to go: when he stayed at home, she 

played and sang for him, made him good drinks, superintended 

his dinner, warmed his slippers, and steeped his soul in 

comfort" (Thackeray 196-7). 

But Becky does not perform these duties out of love and 

respect for her husband; rather, her actions are an invest

ment, one that gives her many returns. Becky is building 

his trust in her, as well as his dependence on her, so that 
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she may soon begin doing what she wishes with other men in 

society who can raise her status. Only a few pages later, 

Rawdon has become "Mrs. Crawley's husband"; he is the one 

who takes "all difficulties to Becky, upstairs in her bed

room—with her chocolate, which he always made and took to 

her of a morning" (Thackeray 484). The roles have been 

reversed. 

Becky has so completely engulfed Rawdon that he has lost 

even his male superiority, the Victorian standard, over the 

woman of the house. Thackeray twice compares Becky to 

Delilah, the greatest dominator of men. Early in the novel, 

Becky pats Rawdon's cheek and says, "I'll make your for

tune," while thinking all along how stupid he is (Thackeray 

196). Then later, after he has become "Mrs. Crawley's hus

band" and is "beat and cowed into laziness and submission," 

Thackeray says, "Delilah had imprisoned him and cut his hair 

off, too" (542). Thackeray shows here that Becky uses every 

facet of a man. She is not satisfied merely to enslave men; 

she must also wring them dry. With Rawdon's power over her 

as a husband diminished and his spirit broken to her will, 

Becky can get on with the next step toward her goals. 

Her place in the Fair depends upon her respectability as 

a married woman, but her advancement in the Fair results 

from her charm, popularity, and relationships with men other 

than her husband, men more powerful than he. Although she 

is suspected of scandalous activities, no allegations are 
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made because she is married to a man with a creditable repu

tation and she has a hired female companion. They are her 

insurance. 

Even though she thinks Rawdon has only half a brain 

(Thackeray 196), he does have something which she also needs 

for position in the Fair: family reputation. The money is 

not enough for the Vanity Fairians, especially when Becky 

has married into it and has a shady background herself. But 

Becky parlays Rawdon's good reputation into success for her

self, and capitalizes on her mysterious background to make 

her more appealing to the money-holding, power-wielding men. 

Becky does not stop at her own husband to further her 

goals, but uses all men who can benefit her. Even if the 

benefits are only compliments and social attentions, Becky 

has no qualms about using other women's husbands, including 

her "best friend's." Her affair with George, while shrouded 

in mystery, illustrates the lack of scruples Becky has. 

Amelia has done nothing but try to help Becky, yet Becky 

disregards this fact because George is young and handsome 

and does good for her ego. The benefit she gains from him 

is not substantial, except it proves to her that with only a 

little effort on her part, she can have any man, even one 

just on his honeymoon. 

It is, of course, her relationship with Lord Steyne that 

provides Becky with the highest position in Vanity Fair, 
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while ironically causing her removal from that fine world 

"where virtue is inevitably revealed as vice with a socially 

acceptable face" (Rawlins 25). Lord Steyne represents to 

Becky the opportunity to provide her with the status she 

wants while preserving the "socially acceptable face." The 

parties, the gifts, the attention he gives her cause her to 

become overconfident in herself and forget the one person 

who is maintaining her status, and that is Rawdon. 

Because Becky ignores her husband's plea to rescue him 

from jail, she has set herself up for dismissal from the 

Fair. The evening with Lord Steyne that she believes will 

be her triumph results in her most overwhelming defeat. By 

ignoring her husband's needs, as Rosamond does when Lydgate 

is suspected in Raffles' death, Becky pushes him too far for 

the first time; she has gotten away with quite a bit in her 

young life, but the traditional Victorian conventions that a 

wife belongs with her husband have caught up with her. 

For Becky, the relationships with men involve no 

emotional ties, only social or financial ones. She never 

shows remiorse at having hurt Rawdon or shame at having used 

Amelia's husband; rather, Becky's attitude towards men 

remains unchanged--they are there for her use. She manipu

lates them well. She retains enough power over Jos that 

when he dies, she is the beneficiary of his will (Thackeray 

821). She feels no sorrow at his death, only a renewed 
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belief that she was right all along—men will give her any

thing she wants without her having to sacrifice anything. 

If Becky exhibits no emotions and a ruthless commitment 

to her self-gratification, then Amelia is her direct oppo

site in that Amelia's spirit is based on emotions, and her 

actions are based on self-sacrifice and willingness to give 

to others. Amelia rarely questions men's decisions or 

actions, and she expects the same care from all men as she 

got from her father. Her childlike attitude is carried on 

through her relationship with George. Because of their 

families' lifelong friendship and lifelong assumption that 

George and Amelia will someday marry, Amelia waits patiently 

for George to make it official. Since her beliefs have not 

been shaken or refuted during her whole life, Amelia has no 

reason to question her implicit trust in men. 

However, Amelia does have cause to doubt her future when 

her father is financially ruined, but her doubt is not due 

to her loss of what would have been a large inheritance or 

because of her loss of status in respectable society. 

Rather, her doubts are due to her realization that she may 

lose George. Her family realistically encourages her to put 

away his gifts and letters to get him out of her mind, but 

"young Amelia felt that she would die or lose her senses 

outright" at the thought of losing his letters (Thackeray 

206). Her life and emotions have so long been focused on 

George that to remove him from her heart would break it. 
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From the beginning, Amelia demonstrates traditional 

Victorian womanhood. She worships George, even when she 

believes he is lost to her, a trait that was highly esteemed 

by Victorians. She also remains uninterested in her fami

ly's finances; such an interest would be unsuitable for a 

young lady. Amelia believes she is justified when George 

does marry her, even under protest from his father. George 

has proven himself worthy of her worship both as a husband 

and a financial protector. 

Although Amelia has become a true and traditional 

Victorian wife, George has not yet given up his bachelor

hood. Not even six weeks married, and with Becky horning in 

on their wedding trip, George cannot see or does not care 

that "another woman was laughing or sneering at" Amelia's 

expense (Thackeray 334); he sees only a pretty woman throw

ing herself at him, and he considers it his duty as a man to 

return the attention. George was so self-centered and he so 

underrated Amelia's feelings that "he chose to fancy that 

she was not suspicious . . . that he was carrying on a des

perate firtation with Mrs. Crawley (Thackeray 334). 

The reader often feels irritated and indignant that 

Amelia should have to suffer and have her heart and feelings 

trampled on by George. Although Amelia is often criticized 

for her "parasitic" role, she deserves more praise and 

credit than she is normally given. Unlike the selfishly 
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independent Becky, who takes whom and what she wants without 

thought of the possible repercussions, and who smoothes over 

her mistakes most often with the bat of an eyelash, the 

selflessly devoted Amelia must come face-to-face with the 

realization that she has lived her whole life loving, even 

idolizing, a most unworthy man. However, while readers 

today may wonder at her passivity and seeming helplessness, 

"the Victorians generally regarded blind worship of one's 

male relatives, however unworthy they might be, not as fatu

ous but as an amiable quality in woman" (Rogers 1367-8). In 

fact, the "parasitism" Amelia has been accused of and criti

cized for was "implicit in the Victorian ideal of wifehood" 

(Rogers 1370-1). Therefore, historically speaking, Amelia's 

actions and beliefs toward George are traditionally correct 

for a Victorian wife. 

Actually, Amelia's love for George borders on an almost 

religious fervor, one which has certainly gained strength 

through her lifelong devotion to it. When, only a few days 

after they are married, Amelia cries at the sight of her 

pure, girlhood bed, Thackeray hints to the reader that all 

is not as it should be. While "love had been her faith 

hitherto" (Thackeray 305), Amelia's love and therefore her 

faith have been shaken. Her mind realizes what her heart 

does not--that George is undeserving of her love. Her 

return to her girlhood bed is the catalyst for this 
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recognition, and she cries for her lost girlhood when life 

was simple, as well as the loss of her faith in George. 

But Amelia's heart proves stronger, and she continues to 

believe in George, because to lose that belief would cause 

her to lose herself and her very reason for being. George's 

death causes a "sorrow so profound and pitiable" that the 

doctors fear for her life and sanity (Thackeray 423-4). The 

birth of her son gives her a new outlet for her love and 

"all her husband's faults and foibles she had buried in the 

grave with him: she only remembered the lover, who had mar

ried her at all sacrifices, the noble husband, so brave and 

beautiful" (Thackeray 545). Amelia's selective remembering 

is necessary to her survival because, for so long, her whole 

life has depended on George for its purpose. 

Strangely enough, for a woman who must so depend on a 

man for her existence, Amelia ignores the one man who could 

truly give her a strong foundation for her love and faith; 

that man is Dobbin. But actually, Amelia's early refusal to 

see Dobbin's love for her illustrates the conviction with 

which she follows her devotion to George, because she cannot 

recognize feelings for other men. That this faith in George 

has been almost religious is the main reason Amelia takes 

such a long time to accept Dobbin. 

Amelia's "rather mean opinion" of Dobbin early in the 

novel does eventually change, but it is through the actions 
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of other people that the change comes about. The first 

action is Dobbin's, when he succeeds in getting Amelia's son 

back for her from the custody of Mr. Osborne, Sr. But the 

only emotion Amelia can feel for Dobbin is gratitude, and 

she continues to think of George as the love of her life 

(Thackeray 728). But this action of Dobbin's is one that 

Amelia will remember, since it involves her beloved son, and 

when the second person acts, the combination will force 

Amelia to recognize Dobbin's lifelong love for her. 

Ironically, Amelia can release George only when Becky 

herself, the perpetrator of Amelia's suspicions, arrives 

back into her life, and even into her house. Amelia's about 

face is due entirely to her emotions, for Jos appeals to 

Amelia's motherly instincts by telling her that Becky's son 

has also been taken from her (Thackeray 784). The pain and 

suffering Amelia felt, she believes, must be common to all 

such mothers, and for the first time since school, Amelia is 

again on common ground with Becky. 

Dobbin cannot abide Becky's presence in Amelia's house 

and life again, and he leaves Amelia, an action which causes 

her to question her actions (Thackeray 800). But it also 

results in the only unselfish action Becky ever performs. 

Risking her security and freedom in Amelia's home, Becky 

shows Amelia the letter George gave her so many years earli

er to prove to Amelia how unworthy George was of her love. 
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It is the turning point in Amelia's relationship with Dobbin 

because, as Amelia thinks to herself, "There is nothing to 

forbid me now . . . I may love him with all my heart now" 

(Thackeray 814). Becky has released Amelia from the memory 

of George, and, having done so, disappears from their lives. 

Because of Becky's actions, Amelia can once again "grow 

green . . . tender little parasite, round the rugged old oak 

to which [she] cling[s]!" (Thackeray 817). Once again, 

Amelia is a traditional Victorian wife, and this time she 

has a husband who appreciates her devotion. 

But Amelia has learned something during her relationship 

with Dobbin; she has learned that, although she is unques

tioningly devoted to him, she has caused Dobbin pain. She 

realizes he is fonder of their daughter, Janey, than he is 

of her, but it is a realization she can live with because, 

unlike George, Dobbin "never said a word to Amelia that was 

not kind and gentle, or thought of a want of hers that he 

did not try to gratify" (Thackeray 822). He is indeed her 

rugged old oak, and is deserving of her love. Amelia has 

learned to live with the knowledge that she is loved but not 

idolized. It is a lesson born from experience. 

Like Amelia, Dorothea goes into her first marriage with 

certain expectations, but ignores the clues she is given 

that point up the unsuitability of Casaubon as her husband. 

She is disappointed to learn that "Mr. Casaubon apparently 
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did not care about building cottages" (Eliot 56), something 

which is very important to her. She also finds that the 

tenants at Lowick are better off than those at Tipton 

Grange, and they need very little done for them (Eliot 103). 

Because of these discoveries, Dorothea goes into her mar

riage knowing that two very important things to her are not 

so important to her husband. Even before they are married, 

Dorothea, in direct contrast to Rosamond, sacrifices her 

goals in order to support his, even though hers are more 

practical and humanitarian, and his is merely dry research 

that will not save or improve anyone's life. 

Casaubon's dryness is apparent to the Middlemarchers and 

for once they are justified in their candor toward him. His 

dryness is also apparent in his letter of proposal, in which 

he refers to Dorothea as a "rare combination of elements 

both solid and attractive" (Eliot 66), a description which 

is hardly romantic because it sounds like a scientific equa

tion. Casaubon is characteristically criticized by Mrs. 

Cadwallader, who says "somebody put a drop [of Casaubon's 

blood] under a magnifying-glass, and it was all semicolons 

and parentheses" (Eliot 96). But Dorothea's eagerness to 

marry a man she sees as a superior scholar and potential 

teacher causes her to ignore the solid clues, both from 

Casaubon himself and from the Middlemarchers, that Casaubon 

is not the man she thinks he is. 
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However, Dorothea is too intelligent and too eager to 

serve to continue for very long blinded by her new husband. 

Unlike most girls, "she had married the man of her choice" 

(Eliot 224), and a man whom society deemed unsuitable, an 

action that proves she is not an ordinary woman. Her Uncle 

Brooke, as her guardian, recognizes Dorothea's unusual mind 

and he does not force her to marry Sir James just because he 

is the Middlemarch favorite. Rather, he allows her the 

freedom to choose. 

Because of this freedom, Dorothea is hesitant when the 

doubts first appear in her mind. She is unable to justify 

these doubts because she is the one who made the choice to 

marry Casaubon. That she could have possibly made a wrong 

decision is not something that Dorothea can readily admit 

because it refutes belief in her ability to make a wise 

decision, and possibly means she should have followed the 

Middlemarch traditions. Because she has strived for so long 

for independence, her mind is no more able to tolerate these 

doubts than Amelia can tolerate admitting that George is not 

worthy of her idolized love. 

When Dorothea does finally begin to realize that her 

marriage is a mistake, it is "with the secret motion of a 

watch-hand" (Eliot 226). The realization is more a trans

formation of her beliefs than a conscious consideration of 

Casaubon. She only knows that "the large vistas and wide 

fresh air which she had dreamed of finding in her husband's 
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mind were replaced by anterooms and winding passages which 

seemed to lead nowhither" (Eliot 227-8). 

But Casaubon too is suffering from a slow recognition 

that the "purely appreciative, unambitious" wife (Eliot 313) 

he thought he was marrying is not just "an admiring satel

lite that will not disturb the dreary orbit of his own 

existence" (Stallknecht 134). He is not entirely at fault, 

however, because these descriptions fit Dorothea during 

their first meetings. She was "purely appreciative" and an 

"admiring satellite" and seemed to Casaubon to be exactly 

what he wanted. 

Casaubon's dismissal of Dorothea's desires to help the 

Lowick tenants with new cottages and schools shakes her pure 

appreciation of him, but he seems to believe that if she is 

his "satellite," then she should not have interests outside 

of his. He never once thinks that he himself is at fault 

for their disillusionment, because "society never made the 

preposterous demand that a man should think as much about 

his own qualifications for making a charming girl happy as 

he thinks of her for making himself happy" (Eliot 313). 

Casaubon thinks only that he is getting a "charming girl" 

who will enhance his old age. What Casaubon actually gets 

is a woman whose determination and potential exceed his own. 

Unlike Amelia, who is content to be a satellite in some

one else's orbit, Dorothea wants to pursue her own orbit 
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through actively improving the lives of those less fortunate 

than herself, as well as by helping her husband complete his 

Key to All Mythologies. She sees his work not as meaning

less and archaic, but as an incomplete scholarly work which 

she can help to finish and which will add new understanding 

to the field of religion. Dorothea makes Casaubon uncom

fortable when she disturbs his "dreary orbit" by forcing him 

to work on the Key. 

She does this because she cannot endure "the stifling 

oppression of that gentlewoman's world, where everything was 

done for her and no one asked for her aid" (Eliot 307). For 

Dorothea, the greatest contribution she can give to the 

world is her aid, and she wants to contribute this to her 

husband's work. But he does not want her aid, and the 

struggle between them creates a struggle in Dorothea's mind. 

She subverts her own will and her own desires and is "always 

trying to be what her husband wishes, and never able to re

pose on his delight in what she was" (Eliot 516). Her own 

intelligence and goals have been overcome by her desire to 

please Casaubon. Because of the expectations they have of 

each other before they marry, because of the expectations 

Dorothea has regarding her married future, their marriage 

quickly crumbles because these expectations are in direct 

conflict. Both of them see only what they want to see. In 

never being able to repose in Casaubon's delight in her, 
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Dorothea can only feel frustrated. She is doing everything 

in her power to help Casaubon's research, yet he seems con

tinually to demand more and different things from her. Her 

energy and motivation force Casaubon to see the futility of 

his work; he knows in his heart it is useless, and Dorothea 

merely points that up to him. This knowledge frustrates 

Casaubon, and results in his trapping her into the futility 

by requesting her promise to complete his work if he dies. 

Once again, Dorothea wrestles with her conscience and her 

heart, and once again her humanitarian nature of giving to 

others wins out. When she goes to Casauban and finds he is 

already dead, her expectations have been so crushed, and her 

being so torn with the effort of pleasing him, that she, at 

age 21, vows never to marry again. Casaubon has truly left 

his mark on Dorothea. 

But "no life would have been possible to Dorothea which 

was not filled with emotion" (Eliot 894), and her relation

ship and marriage to Will Ladislaw allow Dorothea to express 

the emotions of which she has been deprived in marriage to 

Casaubon. From the beginning Will's smile is "irresistible" 

and "delightful" (Eliot 237), and she responds to his open

ness even more strongly because of the stifling atmosphere 

Casaubon created around him. 

Because Dorothea has endured the stifling atmosphere, 

her marriage to Will represents once again that she i^ 
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capable of exerting her ov/n will and making a free choice. 

It is no accident that this man's name is "Will," for he 

represents to Dorothea that her own will need not be sub

jugated to a man's. Rather, Will reinforces Dorothea's 

convictions and confidence that she may act and believe as 

she feels is right, without having to justify herself to 

society. 

Their relationship is not completely smooth, but even 

the rough times indicate Dorothea's belief in her fellow man 

as being essentially good. She wonders that Will spends so 

much time with Rosamond, but "then she could not help remem

bering that he had passed some time with her under like 

circumstances" (Eliot 472). Dorothea's readiness to trust 

Will, even when his image has been spoiled (Eliot 472), is a 

sign that their relationship has a strong foundation. 

That Ladislaw himself overcomes doubts about Dorothea, 

that he, unlike Casaubon, can accept Dorothea as she is 

proves to Dorothea that she is worthy as she is, and she 

does not have to conform to a man's concept of how she 

should be. In his first meeting with her, Will "had made up 

his mind that she must be an unpleasant girl, since she was 

going to marry Casaubon" (Eliot 105). But he also recog

nizes the passion that is in her and is attracted to her 

despite her marriage to Casaubon (Eliot 105). Will's abil

ity to see beyond what he believes are Dorothea's faults 
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demonstrates that he recognizes the woman she is. In fact, 

soon "all Will's hope and contrivance were now concentrated 

on seeing Dorothea when she was alone," to receive "some 

queenly recognition" for his "remote worship" of her (Eliot 

250). While she realizes an intellectual friendship can be 

possible with a man. Will realizes what she does not—that 

Casaubon will not let her spirit have its own orbit. 

They are so continually and consistently drawn to each 

other that even Dorothea's discovery of him in intimate con

versation with Rosamond cannot overcome their love, a love 

which neither of them has completely articulated yet. The 

fact that she is rich and he is poor ultimately provides the 

opportunity for them to first express their love openly. 

The poverty Will saw as "leprosy [because] it divides us 

from what we most care for" (Eliot 589) is what he believes 

is the obstacle to their continued relationship. But Doro

thea finally realizes that she hates her wealth and "will 

learn what everything costs" (Eliot 870). The issues of men 

and money have become one for Dorothea, for it seems that 

she may only have one but not both. Her sacrifice of her 

wealth in order to have Will demonstrates again her indepen

dence and her focus on people, not money, as being most 

important in life. 

Ironically, the Middlemarchers are quick to forg. t how 

they criticized Dorothea for her humanitarian actions and 
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desires, which were out of the ordinary for a young woman. 

Following her very happy marriage to Will, they think "it a 

pity that so substantive and rare a creature should have 

been absorbed into the life of another, and be only known in 

a certain circle as a wife and mother" (Eliot 894). Proving 

once again that society's opinions are ever-changing, the 

Middlemarchers criticize Dorothea for being the very things 

that they earlier criticized her for not being. 

Dorothea's relationships with Sir James and Lydgate 

demonstrate the major difference between her and the other 

three women. Dorothea is the only woman who is capable of 

having friendships with men. This capability on her part is 

the single most important proof that Dorothea is first a 

human, then a woman. While the other women see men as their 

providers or protectors, Dorothea sees men as equals to her

self. When she had earlier subverted her own needs in favor 

of Casaubon, she went against this belief in herself, and it 

caused her great pain. 

Her impact on Sir James is so strong that he carries out 

her plans for cottages, even after she is married to 

Casaubon and no longer able to contribute (Eliot 96, 311). 

He is the first to recognize "the delight there is in frank 

kindness and companionship between a man and a woman who 

have no passion to hide or confess" (Eliot 97). Although 

Sir James is most often a traditional Victorian male, his 

m 
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realization illustrates the power of Dorothea's sincerity 

toward not just men or women, but people. 

Her sincere belief in Lydgate also shows how her human

ity takes precedence over her famaleness. Her unwavering 

belief that Lydgate is innocent of the suspicions most 

Middlemarchers, including his own wife, have against him 

"indicate[s] a courage and maturity rare among Middlemarch" 

(Stallknecht 146). Dorothea's statement to Mr. Farebrother 

—"I believe that people are almost always better than their 

neighbors think they are" (Eliot 789)—suggests that Doro

thea does what she believes is right, not what society dic

tates, in contrast to Becky and Rosamond, whose lives are 

based on society's rules. 

Her confidence in Lydgate gives him the self-confidence 

to go on with his life, and not to succumb to Rosamond's 

pleadings that they leave town. Lydgate is amazed at 

Dorothea's faith in him. "She seems to have what [he] never 

saw in any woman before—a fountain of friendship towards 

men—a man can make a friend of her" (Eliot 826). Lydgate 

has realized the same thing Sir James has—that Dorothea is 

not just a rare woman; she is a rare human being. 

Many readers have felt that her belief in and actions on 

Lydgate's behalf indicate that she should have been his 

wife. However, Eliot could not completely forget that, no 

matter how suited they might seem for each other, Dorothea's 
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marriage to Lydgate would have ignored "the wide chasm which 

at that time divided the landed gentry from country sur

geons" (Haight 4). The fact that Dorothea can ignore this 

"wide chasm" and come to Lydgate's rescue is another proof 

of her sincere belief in the goodness of human nature. 

All of the women's relationships with men, especially 

their husbands, change their positions on the continuum. 

Beginning in comfort both financially and intellectually 

with her success at Mrs. Lemon's, Rosamond has developed in 

such a way that her continued emotional support depends on a 

movement to the power position. She believes that such a 

move will come with her marriage to Lydgate, through his 

name and connections to nobility. Her selfish commitment to 

this belief, her refusal to accept Lydgate's intention to 

make a life without his family's assistance, and her unwil

lingness to sell their home and possessions result in their 

backslide to the mere safety level. Although Lydgate thinks 

of her at every turn and ultimately sacrifices his own 

career goals in order to keep her happy, Rosamond believes 

he has abandoned her emotionally. Because of his sacrifice 

and his agreement to treat wealthy patients, they spend the 

rest of their lives at the comfort level, where Rosamond 

also remains during her second marriage. Her relentless 

expectations that the "right" men can raise her position 

cause most of the misery in her life. 
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With her intellectual opportunity at school raising her 

from survival to safety, Becky is equipped with all she 

needs to improve her position, which she does by marriage to 

Rawdon. She is elevated to comfort. Because of his family 

name and connections, she is given the opportunities to 

socialize with men who enable her to move into the power 

position. Like Rosamond, Becky's need for intellectual 

support has ceased after her marriage. She never hesitates 

in sacrificing any emotional needs in favor of financial and 

social support. Because she focuses entirely on her own 

position, she neglects the power Rawdon's name and family 

carry on their own; when he throws her out, she drops rapid

ly back down to the survival level, where she gambles for 

her existence. Ironically, her quest for higher financial 

and social positions results in her loss of them. Her loss 

is more decisive than Rosamond's because Becky has seen the 

highs and the lows of the continuum. By befriending Jos and 

appealing to Amelia's motherly instincts, Becky is again 

raised to the comfort level. After Dobbin comes back to 

marry Amelia, Becky disappears but probably spends the rest 

of her life fluctuating between safety and comfort. She 

never again experiences the extremes of the continuum. 

While Becky's movement on the continuum is due largely 

to her own calculated actions, Amelia's movement occurs, 

largely as a result of causes beyond her control. Her 
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intellectual needs have been well-supported through her 

success and many friendships in school. Her comfort posi

tion is reduced to a place between survival and safety when 

her father is ruined. But even though her financial and 

social support have been shaken, Amelia still has emotional 

support through her struggles to keep her family together. 

Her marriage to George raises her again to the comfort posi

tion, where she basically remains, even in her marriage to 

Dobbin. Once again she has financial and social support, as 

well as, through Dobbin's love for her, the best emotional 

support she's ever had. Amelia never rises to the power 

position because she does not exploit her connections as 

Becky does. Oddly enough, because of those same connections 

to money and reputation, Amelia never sinks so low as mere 

survival. Whatever her financial or social support, she 

always has her good name. 

If Becky represents movement over the entire continuum 

and the most sudden changes in position, then Dorothea 

represents the most consistent position. Her marriage to 

Casaubon places her in the comfort position financially and 

socially. For Dorothea, emotional and intellectual needs 

are so intertwined that often it is difficult to separate 

the two. While she suffers a lack of support emotionally 

and intellectually with Casaubon, her friendship with and 

marriage to Will give her the support she needs, even though 
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she must sacrifice her financial status. Since Dorothea's 

emotions and intellect are more important to her than 

finances or society's opinion, she remains in the comfort 

position after she marries Will. 

Even though the Victorian society viev/ed women as 

subordinate to men, the four characters demonstrate some 

actions and philosophies that are worthy of mention in order 

to fully understand the characters' goals and personalities. 

tf^ii 



CHAPTER V 

THE WOMEN THEMSELVES 

The four women's actions toward achievement of their 

goals necessitate that they deal with men and money. The 

two prevalent themes present areas in which the women them

selves, along with their lives and goals, can be examined 

and compared. Certain scenes or realizations are important 

in understanding the women. 

Rosamond's unswerving commitment to her goal for higher 

social status colors her whole life, and ultimately necessi

tates that others must lose in order for her to win. That 

"Rosamond's lovely face never reflected any fun" (Haight 6) 

shows her serious dedication to her selfish goal. The per

son who loses the most in order for Rosamond to gain her 

goal is Lydgate. 

His family ties to nobility mean everything to Rosamond, 

and she wishes nothing more than "to be able to speak so 

slightingly of a baronet's family" (Eliot 390) as Lydgate 

does. The approaching visit of Lydgate's cousin "was a 

source of unprecedented but gracefully-concealed exultation" 

(Eliot 626). She is very excited but, not forgetting her 

upwardly mobile goals, she "gracefully conceals" her rather 

81 
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unladylike excitement, once again showing how seriously she 

regards her goals. 

Because of her serious devotion to her goals, Rosamond 

manipulates her husband into near financial and mental col

lapse when she refuses to assist in budgeting their expenses 

and when she jeopardizes and eventually loses their unborn 

baby. Rosamond is characterized by the need for immediate 

gratification, which becomes stronger as she nears achieve

ment of a part of her goal. When Lydgate's cousin wants her 

to ride horses with him, she can see only that it will 

strengthen her ties with his noble family, not that she 

might risk her own family. Rosamond's commitment to her 

goal is so strong that she even takes advantage of the kind

ness and sympathy she receives after the miscarriage; she 

does not really believe she has lost anything because the 

end result is attention from others. 

The strongest evidence of Rosamond's commitment to her 

goal is, of course, found in Lydgate. When his goals of 

academic respect and research get in the way of her goal for 

social standing, she demands that he give up his goal and 

treat wealthy patients, something he despises. She wears 

him down. When he begs her to give up "things" in order to 

keep their marriage, she answers, "What can I do, Tertius?" 

the speech that "fell like a mortal chill on Lydgate" (Eliot 

640). 
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Though her words are important because they indicate her 

refusal to acknowledge that she can do anything to help them 

financially, Eliot's words "mortal chill" are far more in

dicative of what Rosamond does to Lydgate. Like Lydgate's 

first love, Laure, who also murdered her husband for her own 

selfish gain, Rosamond "murders" Lydgate, not so much by 

killing his body, but by killing his mind. Lydgate realizes 

this when he calls her his basil plant, a plant which 

"flourishe[s] wonderfully on a murdered man's brains" (Eliot 

893). Though he is not physically dead, Lydgate is mentally 

and academically dead. His goals have been sacrificed to 

achieve hers, even though they are far less important and 

certainly do not benefit mankind. 

The only justification for her actions is found in her 

sincere belief that she should come first over everyone and 

everything else. "What she liked to do was to her the right 

thing and all her cleverness was directed to getting the 

means of doing it" (Eliot 630). What she liked was social 

status and the means of getting it was Lydgate. 

But, like most human beings, Rosamond is not completely 

selfish. Her one moment of true giving towards another per

son is with Dorothea. Dorothea has given Lydgate back to 

Rosamond by convincing her that he is innocent of the town's 

suspicions of him. This action on Dorothea's part, when she 

could have been angry with Rosamond for being with Will, 

motivates Rosamond to give back to Dorothea her faith and 
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respect for Will. Under "the subduing influence of Doro

thea's emotion" (Eliot 856), Rosamond explains to Dorothea 

what Will's true feelings are for her. In reality, Rosamond 

has nothing left to lose by admitting this to Dorothea, for 

she knows Will is already completely lost to her. While 

Rosamond cannot seem to respond to the appeals made to her 

by her husband, her own experiences give her a basis to at 

least respond to another woman's need, thereby showing her 

capable of a little bit of humanity and sympathy. 

If Rosamond is rarely capable of giving or sacrificing, 

Amelia is her opposite. Even though George is unworthy, 

Amelia makes him, in her mind at least, the epitome of 

strong, romantic love. Her devotion to him characterizes 

the force with which Amelia embraces her convictions. If 

she believes in something, it is with her whole heart and 

being. When she must surrender her equally idolized son to 

his grandfather, she proves that her desire for another's 

well-being can supersede her own gratification. 

The greatest amount of criticism, and sometimes the 

harshest, is usually directed toward Amelia. Gordon Ray 

says she "does nothing, she merely endures or enjoys as 

circumstances dictate" (425). Mark Spilka says she is never 

"present," that there is "persistent dullness of the passag

es in which she appears, [and] we never hear her replies." 

He also says it is "remarkable how seldom she appears in the 
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foreground" and that her affair with George is "off-stage" 

(Spilka 202-10) . 

The rebuttal to these remarks lies mainly in the title 

of the book: Vanity Fair. If Amelia is not present, if her 

passages are dull, if we never hear her replies, it is be

cause she is not a member of Vanity Fair and the Fair is 

what the book is about. Her affair with George is off-stage 

because George himself is on-stage, enjoying the fast life 

and cavorting with Becky. It is not Amelia's purpose to be 

on-stage. Rather, she is the "standard of truth . . . and 

uncalculating affection against which the ruthless selfish

ness of Vanity Fair is to be judged" (Rogers 1367). That 

she is not a Vanity Fairian is also shown by Thackeray, who 

calls her a "harmless lost wanderer in the great struggling 

crowds of Vanity Fair" (304). Though she may be lost she is 

not entirely helpless; when George is called away to join 

his unit, he wallows in bed, lamenting that they have no 

servants, while Amelia efficiently dresses herself and packs 

their bags (Thackeray 289). Her "standard of truth" is that 

she will do whatever it takes, even work that is normally a 

servant's, if it will help her husband to whom she is 

devoted. 

Perhaps the harshest criticism is that Amelia never 

becomes a "true woman" because her "emotions are neither 

deepened nor refined by adult alignments" (Spilka 202-10). 
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Only one word is necessary to refute this argument, and that 

is Dobbin. For although Amelia's first impression of Dobbin 

is not favorable, she does come to love and respect him. It 

takes nearly her whole life for her to realize what he has 

done for her, and his constant loving, self-sacrificing 

actions for her and her son result in her recognition that 

she cannot live without him. This self-realization comes 

only through Amelia's mature understanding that her child

hood dreams for and worship of George were based on an 

unrealistic view of men. 

Her emotions are deepened and refined because she can 

look beyond his awkward ugliness to see the truly beautiful, 

compassionate human being that he is, a sight which is be

yond the capacity of an ordinary mirror which reflects only 

the surface. 

That she recognizes this in him means that Amelia must 

also recognize in herself the shallow falsity on which she 

has based her life, that being her worship of George. When 

she decides that her previously beloved piano, given to her 

she believes by George but actually by Dobbin, is valueless, 

"Amelia is really making a judgment on her past life; she is 

admitting that the man she married was not what he seemed to 

be" (Taube 15). As Taube points out, the piano itself has 

not changed, only Amelia's regard of it, an action on hor 

part which proves that she has learned and changed in her 
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life, that she knows who and what is worthy of her devotion. 

It is not a piano, nor George's memory. it is Dobbin. She 

is not "the other without a head" for, although it takes her 

many years to realize it, she does come to understand true 

love and generosity of spirit through her relationship with 

Dobbin. 

Part of Amelia's suffering in her life is due to the one 

person she believed would end her loneliness and give pur

pose to her life. She was "always . . . pining for some

thing which, when obtained, brought doubt and sadness rather 

than pleasure" (Thackeray 314). 

This quotation points up a significant similarity be

tween Amelia and Dorothea. Dorothea, too, pines for some

thing which results in the pain of her marriage to Casaubon. 

Her pining for a learned man is the source of her attraction 

to Casaubon, but, like Amelia, Dorothea's doubts also begin 

on her honeymoon. 

Because she grows up as an orphan, without the oppor

tunity to see what marriage means, Dorothea believes "the 

really delightful marriage must be that where your husband 

was a sort of father, and could teach you even Hebrew, if 

you wished it" (Eliot 32). Her naive belief seems to be 

true, when Casaubon, an older, wiser teacher-mentor, appears 

and proposes marriage. Recognizing that scholarship is hard 

work, Dorothea says, "it seems as if people were worn out on 
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the way to great thoughts" (Eliot 398). m this area at 

least, Dorothea is not naive; she understands that knowledge 

means work and this seems to provide a reason for her to 

also understand why Casaubon has taken a lifetime to work on 

his Key to All MytholoQies. 

Unlike Rosamond, whose chillingly neutral question, 

"What can 1 do, Tertius?" shows her belief that she can do 

nothing to improve their financial lot, Dorothea addresses 

"an almost identically worded question to Casaubon, 'What 

shall I do?'" (Fernando, "Special Pleading" 48). In almost 

the same words as those used by Rosamond, Dorothea reflects 

an eagerness and capacity to assist her husband in his work, 

which is indicative of Dorothea's need and desire to be ac

tive in her life, whether designing children's schools or 

helping Casaubon in research. 

The symbol and the engine for her power are her hands. 

Dorothea is the only woman who wants to put her hands to 

work and to use. She is continually reaching out to someone 

or putting out her hand to shake another's. In fact, Doro

thea regards her hands with "a sense of freedom" when she 

takes off her gloves (Eliot 851). Dorothea's hands are not 

just symbols of action and assistance; they are also symbols 

of her emotions. 

Because her hands symbolize her emotions, Casaubon's 

hands conversely symbolize his lack of emotion. Followinc] 
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his heart attack, Dorothea offers her hand to Casaubon in 

comfort, but he "kept his hands behind him and allowed her 

pliant arm to cling with difficulty against his rigid arm" 

(Eliot 462). His rigidity of feeling is apparent in his 

refusal to accept her hand. But later, when she waits up 

for him after they have fought, the scene "affords a remark

ably convincing illustration of the fruits of Dorothea's 

womanly power" (Fernando, "Special Pleading" 48), for 

Casaubon accepts her hand, though in a melancholy way. Her 

compassionate and repeated offering of comfort penetrates 

even Casaubon's rigidity. 

Though Dorothea's hands are described as "powerful, 

feminine, maternal hands" (Eliot 61), the readers are not 

allowed to see Dorothea's hands function as maternal ones. 

We learn of her motherhood indirectly through a letter to 

Celia in the very last pages of the novel. 

That we do not directly see Dorothea as a mother is 

further evidence that Dorothea has succeeded in acting for 

others, when society would have seen her hands doing needle

work. Presenting Dorothea in the most womanly of roles, 

that of motherhood, would have diminished her quest for 

emancipation from the traditional roles and expectations of 

Victorian women. We remember her as always desiring to be 

active, and as being lost when "everybody was well and had 

flannel [and] nobody's pig had died" (Eliot 863). 
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Through her experiences, Dorothea comes to know that it 

is not the "book learning" that she expected from Casaubon 

that makes a person valuable to society, but rather a knowl

edge of human nature and compassion for one's fellow men and 

women that makes a person truly wise. Therefore, what began 

as Dorothea's goal for knowledge possessed by "learned men" 

results in a very different and unquestionably more valuable 

form of knowledge--self-esteem. 

Not only does she become "conscious as never before that 

she must look to herself for the justification of her opin

ions" (Stallknecht 146), but she also is conscious that she 

must defend her beliefs, such as when she does everything in 

her power to publicly support the suspected Lydgate. She is 

also capable of recognizing that she has not achieved the 

goals she once thought were all-important. When Celia re

minds Dorothea of her "plans" and how a brother (Sir James) 

is better than a husband in aiding her in those plans, Doro

thea responds, "On the contrary, dear . . . I have never 

carried out any plan yet" (Eliot 878). But she has lived a 

caring, compassionate life in which she has tried to be un

selfish in giving to others what they need or want. In her 

early goals, she demonstrates an attitude more willing than 

the other three women to go against society's expectations 

by pursuing goals such as education and social reform which 

society deemed unsuitable for a young lady, proving again 
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her strength and belief that she must do what she believes 

is right. 

When Dorothea believes that something is right, this 

belief often extends to others beyond herself. However, 

Becky, like Rosamond, sees everything in terms of her own 

benefit, and for anything to be "right," it must provide her 

benefit. Becky's duplicity is evident from early in the 

novel, when "an almost livid look of hatred" is replaced by 

"a smile that perhaps was scarcely more agreeable" 

(Thackeray 18). Clearly, Becky will assume whatever face is 

necessary to her success. 

The face that does not suit Becky is that of mother. 

Ironically, her use of Little Rawdon to gain respectability 

and favor with Lady Jane results in her fall out of Lady 

• Jane's favor. Becky "did not care much to go and see the 

son and heir" because "once he spoiled a new dove-coloured 

pelisse" (Thackeray 433). She has no true regard or feeling 

for her son; he is merely another means for her rise in 

Vanity Fair society. 

Lady Jane views Becky more generously because she has 

become a mother, but that generosity soon changes when 

Little Rawdon says he never gets to eat in the dinmg room 

Its kissed by his mother at home 
(Thackeray 531), and never ge-

,mv, 1 c^^^ Rprause of her son's honesty, Becky's (Thackeray 536). becaubtj ux. 

^ u V r.r^^^<^ hpcomes obvious to others; she total commitment to her goals becomes 
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loses ground because the others. Lady Jane in particular, 

realize the lengths to which Becky will go in order to en

sure her social standing. 

For all Becky's efforts, her life is merely "an accre

tion of tricks and jugglings" (Talon 128). She never thinks 

of consequences for other people; "she only contrives" 

(Talon 128) to get her way. She uses even the most ques

tionable facts in her background to her advantage, such as 

implying that her showgirl mother was connected to French 

royalty (Thackeray 22). Of only average beauty, she has the 

wit and charm to "trick and juggle" her way to a successful 

rise in Vanity Fair. 

Unlike Dorothea, who contradicts society's ideas about 

what her life should be, Becky conforms perfectly to the 

game of Vanity Fair society, and indeed refines it to a 

higher plane by pushing the rules of acceptability and, even 

in loose Vanity Fair, lives on the edge of scandal. If her 

marriage will not make her more respectable, then her hired 

chaperone will. 

In Becky, the men and money issues are one. Having 

grown up without money, Becky eagerly embraces the attitude 

that women depend on men for money; indeed, since "she had 

never mingled in the society of women" (Thackeray 24), Becky 

has learned the arts and charms that work best on men. 

Therefore, she cynically uses the restrictions put on her by 

society in order to achieve a higher place in the Fair. 



CHAPTER VI 

CONCLUSION 

The "busy idleness of Middlemarch" (Simcox 75), and 

Vanity Fair, "not a moral place, certainly; nor a merry one, 

though very noisy" (Thackeray ix), are two different soci

eties in which the authors try to create characters who can 

embody their philosophies. Though Eliot seems through Doro

thea to say at first that women are able to have dreams and 

lives independent of men, the end result for both her and 

Thackeray is that women's lives are necessarily and inescap

ably influenced by men. 

Dorothea is developed at first to be an independently 

thinking woman, but Eliot did n.ot v;ant her to be a feminist 

"because she could not really sympathise with women who did 

not want a man" (Williams 154). Eliot herself lived a life 

independent of Victorian ideals for women, but she did so by 

living with a man. 

Thackeray also illustrates how interconnected money and 

men were to Victorian women. A marriage was a business 

proposition; educating a woman increased her value on the 

marriage market and therefore increased the return on the 

investment made by her father or guardian. "Get yourselves 

married as they do in France, where the lawyers are the 
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bridesmaids," says Thackeray (207), implying that marriages 

needed legal officiating as did the sale or trade of stocks 

and commodities. For women, men and money were mutually 

inclusive. 

Sometimes even the wheeling and dealing that took place 

in marriage could not overcome the part nature played. 

Ugliness could be overlooked or at least somewhat disguised 

if the girl had a fortune to inherit, but a girl with no 

money and no looks was doomed in the marriage market. "A 

woman may possess the wisdom and chastity of Minerva, and we 

give no heed to her, if she has a plain face" (Thackeray 

461). Interestingly enough, in order to accommodate this 

requirement for holding the Victorians' interest, all four 

of the women are described by the authors to possess appeal

ing, if not beautiful, faces. Even the superficial could 

not be overlooked for the authors to keep their audiences. 

Although the feminists might argue that a female author 

would be more sympathetic to her female characters, 

Thackeray's characters are air. least as intelligent and 

devoted and motivated as Eliot's are. His recognition of 

women's gifts and intellects provides a solid basis for the 

comparison of Middlemarch and Vanity Fair. It is a 

comparison that extends beyond just the women m the two 

societies, for both societies are actually very similar. 

The country and city settings, though very different, just 
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prove that people are the same everywhere, and women in a 

city or women in the country have the same problems and 

challenges to face in their lives. They also have the same 

joys, and these, whether the women grow up realizing or 

learn to realize, are found in lives with men. The sooner 

the women can recognize that their lives are dependent on 

men, just as men's lives are dependent on women, the sooner 

they will all be able to see each other, not as male or 

fem.ale, but as human. 
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