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Introduction 

 

This comparative dissertation will explore in-depth the categories of class, gender, 

and marriage in both the writings of the American Louisa May Alcott (1832-1888), and 

the British author, George Eliot (1819-1880).  In addition, and when relevant, additional 

topics and categories are investigated, including, but not limited to: religion, morals, race, 

and education.  The primary Alcott fictional works to be studied include Moods (1864 & 

1882), Little Women (1868-69), and Work (1873).  The primary Eliot fictional works to 

be studied include Adam Bede (1859), The Mill on the Floss (1861), Middlemarch (1871-

72), and Daniel Deronda (1876).  Additional works mentioned include, but are certainly 

not limited to, Alcott’s Little Men (1871), “How I Went Out to Service” (1874), Jo’s 

Boys (1886), and Eliot’s Scenes of Clerical Life (1857) and Silas Marner (1859).   

 

Background 

This dissertation uses Alcott’s Little Women trilogy (Little Women, Little Men, 

and Jo’s Boys) and Eliot’s The Mill on the Floss as the starting point for the comparisons.  

In the Little Women trilogy, Alcott recreates her own family in the March family.  The 

real-life Alcott family consisted of Bronson and Abba May Alcott and their four 

daughters, Anna, Louisa May, Elizabeth, and May.  The fictional family consists of Mr. 

March and Marmee, as she is affectionately known, and their four daughters, Meg, Jo, 

Beth, and Amy.  Louisa May, the real-life second daughter in the Alcott family, creates 

Jo, the second daughter in the March family as her own fictional persona.  Like the real 
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Louisa May Alcott, Jo is also a tomboy and a writer who possesses many of the same 

thoughts, ideas, and experiences as the real-life Louisa May.  Likewise, Eliot does the 

same when she creates Maggie Tulliver in The Mill on the Floss.  Eliot, who was born 

Mary Anne Evans, but was known by numerous pen names throughout her life, was 

greatly influenced by her immediate family and had a particularly special bond with her 

brother, Isaac.  Maggie also shares a similar special bond with her brother, Tom, in The 

Mill on the Floss.  However, Isaac and Mary Anne had their differences, both in terms of 

opinion and opportunities available, and this too can be seen in their fictional 

counterparts.  Thus, Louisa May Alcott in some ways represents the fictional Jo March 

and George Eliot in some ways represents the fictional Maggie Tulliver.  By studying the 

characters of Jo March and Maggie Tulliver, we can begin to study the two authors as 

well. 

In addition to both writers incorporating themselves as the main characters in their 

most popular novels, it is interesting to note one particular event which occurs in each 

novel and which happens to be an almost identical occurrence for both and thus furthers 

the similarities between the authors, their characters, and their novels.  Although for 

different reasons, both Jo and Maggie cut their hair.  Jo cuts her hair in order to earn extra 

money to help the family when Mr. March is injured in the war.  Maggie cuts her hair in 

a rebellious moment after tiring of the constant remarks about her unruly hair and dark 

complexion and the constant comparison of her to Lucy Deane, her perfectly feminine 

blond-haired doll-like cousin.  Despite the abhorrence of family members regarding their 
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actions, the haircuts are befitting to both Maggie and Jo because of their tomboyish 

natures and both are representative of the principles for which each character stands.  

There are many other similarities as well as differences between the lives of the 

real women and their fictional counterparts, Jo and Maggie.  Just like Alcott, Jo pursues a 

writing career, and like Alcott, she succeeds to become a famous children’s author.  

However, unlike Alcott who never married or had children of her own and only raised her 

niece after her sister’s death, Jo comes to believe at the close of Little Women that she is 

lonely and desires marriage and a family.  Jo does marry, has two children of her own, 

and along with her husband, runs a school where numerous children, including her nieces 

and nephews attend and live.  Eliot also shares many similarities with the character of 

Maggie.  Eliot and Maggie are both plagued by the restrictions placed on women in 

nineteenth-century Britain.  In Maggie, Eliot creates a young woman who is frustrated 

with these limits and who, despite all her brilliance and potential, can never seem to 

convince anyone that she is worthy of a good education.  Maggie’s brother Tom, 

however, is sent to schools because he is a boy, despite his dislike for school and 

studying and his poor intellectual skills.  Maggie, for whom studying and book-style 

learning comes much easier and faster, is denied this same education simply because she 

is a girl.  While Tom is asking to not have to endure any more formal education, Maggie 

is begging to be sent to school, but all to relatively no avail.  Instead, she is expected to 

marry, have a family, and in the meantime depend entirely on her father and brother for 

her own well-being.  Eliot, who faced many of these same struggles in her own life, albeit 

with greater successes than Maggie achieves, nevertheless creates a character through 
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whom she can express these frustrations and demonstrate to her audience the many 

problems of gender equity in nineteenth-century Britain.   

 Both Alcott and Eliot, at least to some degree, seem to wish for different endings 

for themselves and other women of their time period.  Both appear to have achieved their 

desired careers, but they also seem to have recognized the problems and inequities facing 

women with such aspirations.  While neither was successful at having both a career and a 

traditional family with marriage and children for themselves, Alcott was extremely 

successful in creating a character who does “do it all” and with relatively few obstacles.  

However, despite Jo’s success as a working mother, Alcott is still almost constantly using 

her characters to lobby for women’s rights and equality.  In comparison, Eliot is unable to 

foresee such an optimistic future for her character and as a result, she chooses to exhibit 

the dependence Maggie faces as a woman who is required to seek out her male relations 

for financial support and personal happiness.  Maggie, who cannot live for herself as an 

independent woman, instead lives for her brother who has the independence she so 

desires.  Eliot, realizing that Maggie is confined by the restrictions placed on her by 

society, can never write a happy ending for Maggie, and therefore instead chooses to 

have Maggie meet her demise in the flood waters of the river Floss.  Rather than have 

Maggie overcome society’s restrictions as Jo does, Eliot creates for Maggie restrictions 

which are simply too great for her to overcome and which end up overcoming her 

instead.  This difference in viewpoint between Alcott and Eliot repeats itself over and 

over in almost all of their novels.  While dealing with nearly identical subject matter, it is 

Alcott who nearly always takes the optimistic viewpoint and creates characters who are 
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able to overcome their obstacles, while it is Eliot who typically takes the pessimistic 

viewpoint and creates characters, particularly female characters, who despite their 

ambitions, nevertheless almost always fail and then find themselves either dying or 

submitting themselves to the male characters. 

 A perfect example of this contrast between the pessimistic and optimistic 

viewpoints can be seen when comparing Alcott’s Work and Eliot’s Daniel Deronda.  In 

Work, we see Christie Devon, a young woman who makes up her mind that she will not 

stay in the small farming community where she lives with her aunt and uncle, but instead 

plans to find a way to succeed in the world on her own.  Although her family does try to 

convince her that she should marry one of the local boys and be the typical country 

housewife, she insists that is not the life for her and leaves for the city where she takes up 

various forms of employment over the course of the next several years.  While it is not 

easy for Christie and she does find herself several times rethinking her decision, she 

knows that she could never have survived being a simple country wife and mother.  She 

perseveres and after many trials finally finds true love with her husband, David.  With 

David, Christie finds an equal, someone who treats her on an equal playing field and does 

not see her as anything less because she is female.  As Sarah Elbert in A Hunger for 

Home (1984) points out, Alcott insists on harmony between the sexes, men doing 

domestic duties and women doing real work, or in other words, each party in the 

marriage helping the other without fear of breaking gender norms.  For Christie and her 

husband David, there are no real gender norms in their marriage.  Society may place 

some on them, as for instance, when Christie follows David to war, she can only go as a 
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nurse, but at home, there are no duties relegated to each, nor any confinements based on 

gender. 

 Alcott’s portrayal of gender equality is in sharp contrast to Eliot who in Daniel 

Deronda, creates Gwendolen Harleth, a young woman who when she learns that her 

family is now bankrupt and that she will be going away to become a governess, instead 

marries the wealthy Henleigh Grandcourt as a means of escaping her poverty and what 

she sees as a degrading occupation.  Upon marrying Grandcourt, Gwendolen is 

immediately unhappy when on their honeymoon, she realizes that Grandcourt has gained 

a mastery over her which will limit her desire for independence, Gwendolen previously 

being a very strong-willed and independent woman.  While to some extent Gwendolen is 

freed when Grandcourt dies, she has nevertheless become a submissive woman who must 

rely on male support and guidance.  In the end, Gwendolen does not achieve the 

independent outcome for herself which she was seeking before her marriage to 

Grandcourt.  In this way, Eliot, as she does with most of her female characters, creates a 

young woman who must learn to submit to men and in doing so finds nothing but sadness 

and disappointment.  Alcott, in contrast, tends to create women who are completely 

fulfilled in their duties as wives and mothers, and while at the same time, have retained 

their individual freedoms and rights as human beings. 

 In relation to this contrast, if Elaine Showalter is correct in saying in her 

“Introduction” to Alternative Alcott (1988) that the Americans were simply further ahead 

on the woman question than the English, this may very well explain some of the 

differences in the two authors’ outcomes for their female characters.  If Eliot had lived 
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long enough to see the same changes come to England that had already come for Alcott, 

she might have eventually also taken a much more positive outlook on the options 

available for women.  While Eliot herself lived a much freer life than any of her female 

characters and is able to succeed in ways that none of them ever did, as U. C. 

Knoepflmacher suggests in “Unveiling Men” (1981), it is likely that she realized the 

uniqueness of her situation and did not yet feel comfortable believing that it could be a 

reality for the masses, unlike Alcott who believed that it could and should be a reality for 

everyone. 

 

Organizational Structure 

In terms of actual structure of the dissertation, since this dissertation explores in 

detail the categories of class, gender, and marriage, and also when relevant, the categories 

of religion, morals, race, and education. the subtitles follow a breakdown according to the 

various categories in relation to each of the novels.   

 

Theoretical and Critical Context 

While much has been written about Louisa May Alcott and George Eliot, a study 

comparing the two is seemingly nonexistent.  Thus, this dissertation will contribute to the 

scholarship through its close look at the categories and the treatment of the categories by 

both authors.  In regard to the critics and theoretical orientations to be utilized in this 

dissertation, the secondary sources have been selected not only with the categories of 
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gender, class, marriage, and education in mind, but also included are texts which shed 

light on the broader and more general perspective of the historical, philosophical, 

religious, and literary backgrounds of the period in both America and England. 

In addition, several Alcott and Eliot biographies will be referenced, as well as 

selected journals the authors kept during their lives.  These are being incorporated with 

the intent of gaining a general knowledge of the authors’ lives and the influences and 

experiences they had, as well as the opinions each possessed and the social causes each 

had the most passion for.  Although many of these opinions and purposes are evident in 

their fictional writings alone, the biographies and journals provide further insight and 

clarification into the topics they chose to write about and the way they chose to have 

those topics play out in their fictional works.  These biographies, letters, journals, and 

essays include:  Alcott’s “Happy Women” (1868), “How I Went Out to Service” (1874) 

and Transcendental Wild Oats (1873-74), Louisa May Alcott: Her Life, Letters, and 

Journals edited by Ednah Dow Cheney (1895), Charles Strickland’s “A 

Transcendentalist Father: The Child-Rearing Practices of Bronson Alcott” (1969), 

Cynthia H. Barton’s Transcendental Wife: The Life of Abigail May Alcott (1996), The 

Selected Letters of Louisa May Alcott edited by Joel Myerson, Daniel Shealy, and 

Madeleine Stern (1987), The Journals of Louisa May Alcott also edited by Joel Myerson, 

Daniel Shealy, and Madeleine Stern (1989), and Alcott in Her Own Time: A Biographical 

Chronicle of Her Life, Drawn from Recollections, Interviews, & Memoirs by Family, 

Friends, and Associates edited by Daniel Shealy (2005).   
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In addition, the following biographies, letters, and journals about George Eliot 

merit review and incorporation into the dissertation: The George Eliot Letters edited by 

Gordon S. Haight (9 vols.; 1954-1978) and Gordon S. Haight’s George Eliot: A 

Biography (1968).  In contrast to the “Foreward” by F. R. Leavis in the 2004 Penguin 

edition of Adam Bede which suggests that Hawthorne’s The Scarlet Letter was a main 

source for the novel, Haight suggests that Adam Bede was based on a story Eliot had 

heard from her aunt, Elizabeth Evans, a Methodist minister who is acknowledged to have 

been the model for Dinah in the novel.  Also to be used in establishing the biographical 

facts of Eliot’s life and the implications that had on her fiction are Rosemarie 

Bodenheimer’s The Real Life of Mary Ann Evans: George Eliot, Her Letters and Fiction 

(1994), and Rosemary Ashton’s George Eliot: A Life (1996). 

 Likewise, numerous Alcott, Eliot, and nineteenth-century general critics are being 

consulted for many of the same reasons.  Some of the most prominent include a major 

Alcott critic and scholar, Sarah Elbert’s works: A Hunger for Home (1984), Louisa May 

Alcott on Race, Sex, and Slavery (1997), The American Prejudice Against Color (2002), 

and her “Introduction” (1999) to Alcott’s novel, Moods.  In comparison, additional works 

from a major Eliot critic and scholar, Gordon S. Haight were also studied: A Century of 

George Eliot Criticism (1965).  

Other major secondary sources include Christine Doyle’s Louisa May Alcott & 

Charlotte Brontë: Transatlantic Translations (2000).  In this text, Doyle asserts that there 

is “concrete evidence that Charlotte Brontë’s work as well as her life inspired Louisa 

May Alcott” (xxi).  However, despite Brontë’s influence on Alcott, Alcott did not always 
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agree with Brontë, especially as Alcott progresses into some of her later writings.  As one 

critic cited by Doyle points out, Alcott “eventually reacted with ‘troubled refusal’ to the 

way [Brontë’s] characters act out their destinies, and [Alcott] responded with an 

increasingly assured, increasingly American, literary voice” (xxiii).   

In addition, Charles Strickland in his Victorian Domesticity (1985) states that 

Alcott’s contribution to nineteenth-century feminism and the question of women’s roles 

and expected duties come through her fiction and the roles her characters take and the 

comments they make.  For example, as Strickland reiterates, Marmee advises her 

daughters that not marrying is better than marrying someone they don’t love (76-7).  

Furthermore, Strickland also discusses the notion of Victorian domesticity and the 

expected roles it placed upon women and compares it to the post World War II era which 

also created its own Victorian domesticity and feminist era just like during Alcott’s 

period (Epilogue). 

Likewise, Sarah Elbert in A Hunger for Home (1984), reiterates how Alcott so 

often models domesticity in utopian settings (157), thereby creating her typical optimistic 

storylines and outcomes.  As Elbert writes, “what appeals to readers across time may 

therefore be Alcott’s depiction of the woman problem, the conflict between domesticity 

and individuality that first presents itself at just the moment when little women move 

from girlhood to womanhood” (152-3).  Being the preeminent Alcott scholar of our time, 

Elbert’s works will be closely studied and used, as she not only makes valid contributions 

to Alcott scholarship in general, but has much to say on the categories to be investigated 

in this dissertation. 
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Carolyn Heilbrun’s “Louisa May Alcott: The Influence of Little Women” (1982) 

states that Jo “may have been the single female model continuously available after 1868 

to girls dreaming beyond the confines of a constricted family destiny to the possibility of 

autonomy and experience initiated by one’s self” (141).  Heilbrun also makes a very 

interesting point when she brings up a study that claims that most unconventional women 

are either from all-girl families, are only children, or are significantly older than any 

brothers they might have.  The argument is that without any sons, a father will have a 

tendency to make at least one of his daughters act the role of “son.”  Although these 

daughters are still female in every way, they often experience a different upbringing than 

daughters in families where there are sons along with daughters.  Because Alcott was one 

of four daughters, had no brothers, and was much more inclined than her sisters to be the 

tomboy of the family, Heilbrun asserts that she was essentially her father’s “son” (142-3).  

Heilbrun even states that Maggie Tulliver [and likewise Mary Anne Evans/George Eliot] 

has a brother and is not able to succeed as Jo does even though they are both tomboys and 

very similar.  The difference is that Maggie has a brother to act the part of “son” to her 

father while Jo does not (143).  

Other Alcott critics include Nina Auerbach who in her “Austen and Alcott on 

Matriarchy: New Women or New Wives?” (1976) writes about the connection between 

marriage and death in Little Women, and goes so far as to assert that if Alcott could have, 

she might have written about a self-sustaining sisterhood in which the March girls did not 

marry and go their separate ways as they actually do in the novel.  On the other hand, 

William Leach’s True Love and Perfect Union: The Feminist Reform of Sex and Society 
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(1989) alludes to Alcott’s demand for equality between the sexes, in everything ranging 

from occupations to marriage, while reiterating what Sarah Elbert wrote about in A 

Hunger for Home (1987) when speaking about Alcott’s demand that men and women 

should be equal not only outside the home but also in it and that men, as well as women 

should share in the domestic duties.  This claim is much easier to back up as it is what 

repeatedly happens in Alcott’s fictions; we do not see a self-sustaining sisterhood 

presented by Alcott, although it has been argued by some critics, including Auerbach, as 

being something that Alcott would have wanted. 

Elizabeth Janeway, in her article, “Meg, Jo, Beth, Amy and Louisa” (1968), 

writes that Jo is the tomboy dream come true for many young girls because she represents 

the dream of growing up into full humanity, complete with all the potentialities that go 

along with it, as opposed to growing up into a limited femininity as most girls did during 

Alcott’s time.  As Janeway points out, Jo looks after herself, she pays her own way, and 

she does effective work in the real world.  She does not rely on a man to take care of and 

support her.  Katherine Butler, another Alcott critic, writes in “’A Useful, Happy 

Woman’: Feminine Transcendentalism in the Works of Louisa May Alcott” (1966) that 

“the feminine transcendentalist is defined foremost in terms of her selfhood, [. . .] defined 

not in terms of submissive quietude to patriarchy, but a distinctly enriched self found ‘out 

in the world.’  While some of Alcott’s characters can find fulfillment in domestic roles 

such as wife and mother, this character does so only after Alcott has established that it is 

the desirable option of her and not a role forced on her by society” (32).  Jo March and 

Christie Devon are perfect examples of feminine transcendentalists as Butler defines 
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them to be.  Both become wives and mothers, but only after they decide that is what they 

want to be.  Unlike so many of Eliot’s characters who jump into marriage before they are 

ready for it, Jo and Christie both know that this is what they desire for themselves, both 

are ready for it, and both are fulfilled by the experience.    	  

Elaine Showalter in her “Introduction” to Alternative Alcott (1988) explains that 

Americans were generally further ahead on the woman question than the English.  For 

example, as she points out, Dorothea in Eliot’s Middlemarch agonizes for 800 pages 

about what her vocation is to be and she still never reaches a decision.  Gwendolyn [or 

Gwendolen] Harleth in Eliot’s Daniel Deronda does the same thing.  Christie in Alcott’s 

Work knows exactly what her purpose is – to help the cause of women.  Christie is also 

much more independent than the Eliot characters (xxxi). 

“Maggie Tulliver’s Long Suicide” (1974) by Elizabeth Ermarth claims that “the 

social norms of St. Oggs exert a heavy influence on Maggie’s development” and “they 

are norms according to which she is an inferior, dependent creature who will never go far 

in anything, and which consequently are a denial of her full humanity” (587).  

Furthermore, according to Ermath, by internalizing these crippling norms, Maggie grows 

up fatally weak because she has learned to rely on approval, to fear ridicule, and to avoid 

conflict.  Ermarth asserts that like one is either Dodson or not-Dodson in the novel, one is 

also either male or not-male.  In either case, the nots (not-Dodson or not-male) equate to 

being wrong in some way (588-9).  Maggie learns and internalizes this idea and she 

becomes dependent on others; for example, she is dependent on others for their approval 

and love.  In addition, Ermarth claims that “her need for love is a morbid dependency, 
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and Tom uses it to master her, threatening to hate her if she is not just what he requires” 

(593) and she despairs “at being shut out from acceptance by Tom” (597).  These are, of 

course, very interesting points considering Eliot’s relation with her own brother, Isaac. 

In F. R. Leavis’ “Introduction” (2004) to Adam Bede, he compares Eliot’s Adam 

Bede to Nathaniel Hawthorne’s The Scarlet Letter pointing out many of the similarities 

and following the parallel storylines.  He suggests that Eliot was likely influenced by The 

Scarlet Letter when she was writing Adam Bede.  According to Leavis, Eliot “had read 

The Scarlet Letter when it came out, and [. . .] expressed a great admiration for 

Hawthorne” (x).  Comparing The Scarlet Letter to Adam Bede is important as it yields 

Eliot’s agreements and disagreements in thought with Hawthorne.  If Leavis’ assertions 

are to be believed, Eliot rewrote the storyline of The Scarlet Letter for a reason, and a 

comparison of the two novels can result in a conclusion about why Eliot chose to make 

these changes in relation to how she felt the main characters were either treated fairly or 

unfairly by society.  However, if we believe Gordon Haight, a major Eliot critic who 

asserts that Eliot was only retelling a story she had heard from her aunt, Elizabeth Evans, 

it may be much more difficult to make the connections to Hawthorne’s The Scarlet 

Letter. 

Sandra Gilbert and Susan Gubar also point out in their The Madwoman in the 

Attic: The Woman Writer and the Nineteenth-Century Literary Imagination (2000), that 

by the end of the 18th century women were writing about fictional worlds in which 

patriarchal images and conventions were radically revised (44).  Furthermore, as Gilbert 

and Gubar write, Eliot and Charlotte Brontë disguised themselves as male authors by 
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taking up male pseudonyms and then wrote about the flaws and failings of young women 

their own age as if to distance themselves as much as possible from the female sex (70). 	  

In addition to critics specializing in one particular author, critics and historians 

who have written about the period in general, society, culture, and historical background 

information were also consulted in order to gain a greater understanding of the period in 

which the two authors were living and the challenges each faced.  One such author is 

Margaret Fuller, who wrote the essay Woman in the Nineteenth Century (1845).  Fuller, 

an American, would likely have had experiences more similar to Alcott’s than to Eliot’s, 

but the general thoughts apply to both.  Fuller desires equality for women in all realms.  

For example, she argues for educational rights for women (42) and expresses the need for 

general harmony between women and men, husbands and wives, and does not believe in 

the idea that the man should have more power than the woman (47).  One poignant 

example depicting the current status of women during the period occurs when she 

describes the thoughts of expectant mothers who are wondering whether they will have a 

son or a daughter.  The expectant mother might think of all the wonderful things to come 

if the child is a boy, while at the same time feel sympathy for the child if it should be 

born a girl, and all because of the inequality between rights and options open to men 

versus women.  As she states, “I have heard mothers express not unfrequently” “sadness 

at the birth of a daughter” because “living [is] so entirely for men” (94).   

According to Suzanne Romaine in her Language in Society: An Introduction to 

Sociolinguistics (2000), Victorian cultural constructs sanctioned language as much as 

dress and behavior.  As there were certain codes and expectations for how one should 
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dress and behave, so there were certain codes and expectations for how one should speak 

as well.  According to Romaine, some pronunciations were “tantamount to social suicide” 

because they might seem uneducated.  As Romaine also points out, women and 

minorities were typically devalued and so was their language.  Susan Gal, also writing 

from the linguistics perspective in her “Language, Gender, and Power: An 

Anthropological Review” (1995) points out that manliness is typically associated with 

toughness and working-class culture while femaleness is typically represented by 

respectability, gentility, and high culture.  As Gal states, it was not accidental that in 

literature and popular culture these same stereotypes also emerged in both America and 

England during the 19th century.  As she claims, linguistic practices strengthen and 

reproduce such stereotypes while encoding them in books institutionalizes them. 

Barbara Welter is a critic who is another source of information pertaining to 

general gender issues of the period.  As she points out in her “The Cult of True 

Womanhood, 1820-1860” (1966), a true woman would not marry for money (171).  This 

statement is especially crucial to one of the investigations this dissertation seeks to make: 

Alcott’s and Eliot’s responses and thoughts on marrying for money instead of love and 

vice versa.  Both authors make it clear in their novels that money is not the reason one 

should choose to marry, despite the apparently predominant thought of the time that it 

should be at least of great consideration in choosing a potential spouse.  Welter also 

details the four cardinal virtues by which women were often judged – piety, purity, 

submissiveness, and domesticity – which, according to her, often translated into mother, 

daughter, sister, and wife (152) and thus restricted the accepted roles of women.  As 
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Welter states, a woman who stepped out of the bounds of these four cardinal virtues was 

often considered to be “no woman at all” (154).  She also points out that a woman was 

not supposed to have ambition and was not expected to think of financial matters or want 

to work (160) and that housewifery and domesticity were supposed to be the roles for 

women, along with other feminine duties and hobbies (165).  In another article by Welter, 

“Anti-Intellectualism and the American Woman: 1800-1860” (1966), she further 

expounds upon the notion that women were not supposed to use their minds, but instead 

follow their hearts.  Furthermore, since women were only supposed to be wives and 

mothers and nothing else, the belief during the early to mid- 19th century was that if a 

woman was an Amazonian, she got everything she deserved, an unhappy life, or death, 

for example.  Margaret Fuller became a prime example of such a woman since she was 

considered an Amazonian-type and also had many personal tragedies in her life and 

death. 

Points made by all the various critics establish the bounds within which Alcott 

and Eliot were expected to live and which they, in their own ways, stepped out of, and 

encouraged their readers to step out of as well.  Alcott, who was greatly influenced by the 

women’s rights era and abolition, can often be seen arguing for equal rights for all by her 

portrayal of women and African Americans.  By creating an ideal world in her novels, 

she was able to model for her readers what she believed the world should be like and how 

it should change in the coming years.  Unlike Alcott, who tended to write for a much 

younger audience and who therefore modeled her ideal world for her young readers, it 

seems Eliot put the problems of society on display for her readers.  Instead of creating the 
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ideal scenarios like Alcott does, she chooses to show the disastrous results of society’s 

effects on people.  For example, in Adam Bede, Hetty is doomed when she becomes 

pregnant out of wedlock and is unable to marry her true love and the father of her unborn 

child simply because they are of different social classes.  Likewise, in The Mill on the 

Floss, Maggie is also doomed when she is unable to obtain the same rights to education 

and freedoms as her brother Tom.  In Middlemarch, even Dorothea is at least temporarily 

doomed when she chooses to marry a man she does not love simply because she believes 

that, by marrying him, she can have better access to knowledge and learning.  If Dorothea 

and Maggie had been able to acquire knowledge without having to take such drastic 

measures due to the lack of gender equality, both would probably have done well for 

themselves.  Likewise, had the class structures of the period not been so rigid, Hetty 

might have been able to marry her true love and the father of her child, and if this had 

been possible, it is likely that she too would not have met the same disastrous end.  

However, because of society’s rules, all three of these main female characters in Eliot’s 

novels are condemned to death or a life of misery as they pine after goals they cannot 

achieve.  With the exception of Sylvia Yule in Moods, Alcott’s characters are able to 

overcome the typical gender and social bounds and instead of falling into miserable or 

disastrous situations as so many of Eliot’s characters do, Alcott’s characters tend to live 

full, happy lives which become examples of what Alcott would have liked to see in real 

life. 
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Chapter 1 

On Becoming Louisa May Alcott and George Eliot 

 

Birth & Family Background 

 Mary Anne Evans was born to Robert and Christiana Pearson Evans at South 

Farm, Arbury, Warwickshire, England on November 22, 1819.  Exactly one week and 

thirteen years later, Louisa May Alcott was born to Bronson and Abigail May Alcott in 

Germantown, Pennsylvania on November 29, 1832.   

 According to Eliot scholar, Gordon S. Haight’s text, George Eliot: A Biography, 

Robert Evans, Mary Anne’s father, was a carpenter by trade and a competent 

businessman and despite his lack of a formal education, was an excellent judge of land 

values and amounts of timber and supplies (1).  In 1801 he married Harriet Poynton but 

she died in 1809 soon after the birth of their third child, who also died shortly after.  In 

1813 Robert Evans remarried, this time to Christiana Pearson who “was the youngest 

daughter of Isaac Pearson, a well-established yeoman1 and a church warden, living at Old 

Castle Farm, Astley” (Haight, Biography 2).  As Gordon S. Haight tells us, Christiana 

Pearson Evans had a brother named Isaac, who was “a prosperous farmer at Fillongley, 

and three sisters, who are immortalized as the Dodsons in The Mill on the Floss: Mary 

(Aunt Glegg), second wife of John Evarard of Attleborough; Ann (Aunt Deane), wife of 

George Garner of Sole End, Astley; and Elizabeth (Aunt Pullet), wife of Richard Johnson 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1 According to the Oxford English Dictionary a yeoman is “a servant or attendant in a royal or noble 
household, usually of a superior grade, ranking between a sergeant and a groom or between a squire and a 
page.” 
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of Marston Jabbett” (Biography 2).  In addition, there seems to be another obvious 

connection between Robert Evans’ marriage to Miss Pearson and Mr. and Mrs. Tulliver’s 

marriage in The Mill on the Floss.  As Haight explains, “there is little doubt that Robert 

Evans was made aware that he had raised himself socially” by his match to Miss Pearson 

(Biography 2), much as Mr. Tulliver is repeatedly reminded that he has raised himself by 

his marriage to Mrs. Tulliver.  However, as Haight writes, “while the Pearson aunts are 

easily recognized in the Dodsons, there was nothing of Mr. Tulliver in Robert Evans” 

(Biography 2).  As he explains, Mr. Evans, unlike Mr. Tulliver, “never failed at anything, 

never found the world too much for him.  Nor did Mrs. Evans resemble the scatter-

brained Mrs. Tulliver” (Haight, Biography 2-3). 

According to Madelon Bedell in The Alcotts: Biography of a Family, Bronson 

Alcott came from an early American family, his ancestors having settled in the 

Massachusetts area around 1630 (6).  He was a peddler to the South as a young man, but 

is better known for his rather unsuccessful career as an educator and philosopher.  

Abigail May, or Abby as she was also known, whom Bronson married in 1830, was in 

many ways his complete opposite in terms of class and family background.  He was the 

oldest of eight (Bedell 6); she was the youngest of twelve (Barton 1).  More importantly 

however, just as Robert Evans had raised himself socially and financially with his match 

to Christiana Pearson, so too had Bronson Alcott raised himself socially and financially 

with his match to Abby May.  Sarah Elbert, in her book, A Hunger for Home: Louisa 

May Alcott and Little Women, tells us that Bronson was the son of “an impoverished 

farmer” (4); Abby was “descended from distinguished colonial gentry” (Elbert, Hunger 
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for Home 4).  For both Bronson and Abby it seems to have been love at first sight and 

despite their differences each found their ideal match in the other.  As Charles Strickland 

tells us in “A Transcendentalist Father: The Child-Rearing Practices of Bronson Alcott,” 

Abby  

was a highly perceptive and intelligent woman, who defied the 
conventions of her age and read widely in philosophy and history.  Before 
making Alcott’s acquaintance, she acquired decided opinions on a variety 
of subjects, including a leaning toward liberalism in theology and 
convictions about the necessity of providing freedom for the slaves, equal 
rights for women, and reform of the school and home.  Abigail was not, 
however, cut out for the career of a militant spinster.  When she met Alcott 
she was already twenty-six, and she apparently decided immediately that 
they should join their lives together.  For two years she pressed the shy, 
doubting, and hesitant Alcott toward a marital decision.  Some of her 
relatives wondered if she should marry a man of Alcott’s doubtful origins, 
and she was fully aware that he would never become a pecuniary success, 
but, swept by a tide of affection and idealism, she regarded such 
considerations as unimportant.  (7-8)   
 

With his first wife, Robert Evans had two living children, a son, also named 

Robert, who was born in 1802, and a daughter named Frances Lucy who was born in 

1805.  After his marriage to Christiana in 1813, the Evans’ continued adding to the 

family.  In 1814 a daughter, Christiana, or Chrissey, as she was known, was born, 

followed in 1816 by a son, Isaac Pearson, and by another daughter, Mary Anne, in 1819 

(Haight, Biography 3).  Twin sons born in 1821 lived only ten days (Haight, Biography 

3) leaving Mary Anne as the youngest of the five surviving Evans children. 

Bronson and Abby Alcott had four surviving children, all girls, who are 

immortalized as the characters of Meg, Jo, Beth, and Amy in Little Women.  Anna 

Bronson was born in 1831 and soon followed by Louisa May in 1832 and Elizabeth 

Peabody in 1835.  As Cynthia H. Barton tells us in Transcendental Wife: The Life of 
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Abigail May Alcott, in 1839 Abby gave birth to a full-term and perfectly formed but 

stillborn son (64) resulting in obvious disappointment and sadness for the family but also 

added complications for the mother whose health and strength had already been 

compromised by almost constant pregnancies, births, and miscarriages.  In 1840, the 

fourth and final daughter, Abigail May, also known as May and sometimes as Abba, 

joined the family. 

 

Childhood & Education 

At only five years old, Mary Anne Evans was sent to Miss Lathom’s boarding 

school to join her sister Chrissey (Haight, Biography 6).  While the school was only three 

miles from home “Mary Anne never forgot her suffering from cold in the circle of bigger 

girls around the too-narrow fireplace and her fears at night, which were something like 

the ‘susceptibility to terror’ later to haunt Gwendolen Harleth” (Haight, Biography 6), the 

main female character in Eliot’s novel Daniel Deronda.  Mr. Evans did visit frequently 

and even brought his daughters home for weekends and holidays (Haight, Biography 6).  

Mary Anne’s mother had not been well since the birth and death of the twins in 1821 and 

there is little evidence to suggest that Mary Anne had much meaningful contact with her 

(Haight, Biography 6).  However, Mary Anne’s father seems to have taken a liking to her 

often calling her his “‘little wench’” (Haight, Biography 6), as Mr. Tulliver calls Maggie 

in The Mill on the Floss.  Conversely, her mother clearly favored Isaac and Chrissey, 

Mary Anne’s older brother and sister (Haight, Biography 10).  As with the comparison 

between Maggie Tulliver and Lucy Deane in The Mill on the Floss, “Chrissey’s blond 
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curls were always neat, while Mary Anne’s straight light-brown hair defied all measures 

of control” (Haight, Biography 10).  Furthermore, “Chrissey’s clothes were always tidy, 

delighting her critical Pearson aunts, and she had that ‘habitual care of whatever she held 

in her hands’ that was to be seen in Celia Brooke.  Mary Anne is described at this time as 

‘a queer, three-cornered, awkward girl, who sat in corners and shyly watched her elders’” 

(Haight, Biography 10).  At the age of nine or ten Mary Anne, who was sitting alone at a 

children’s party, was asked by a Mrs. Shaw if she was enjoying herself, Mrs. Shaw 

noting that she did not seem happy, to which Mary Anne promptly responded “‘No, I am 

not [happy] [. . .] I don’t like to play with children.  I like to talk to grown-up people’” 

(Haight, Biography 8).	  

In 1828 Mary Anne was sent to Mrs. Wallington’s Boarding School in Church 

Lane, Nuneaton, where she was especially influenced by one of the principal 

governesses, Maria Lewis who is described as being “still in her twenties, with an ugly 

squint in one eye, but with a kind heart and good sense of humour about everything 

except religion” (Haight, Biography 8).  Miss Lewis, an evangelical, diligently studied 

the Scriptures and “following her example, Mary Anne read the Bible over and over 

again during her four years at Mrs. Wallington’s” (Haight, Biography 8-9).  According to 

Haight, as a result, “the vigorous prose of George Eliot is based on a thorough familiarity 

with the King James version.  To those days can also be traced the habit of introspection, 

which led to the psychological analysis for which her novels are notable, and a profound 

concern with religion” (Haight, Biography 9).   
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Having mastered everything at Mrs. Wallington’s school at Nuneaton, Mary Anne 

was sent to the Miss Franklins’ School in Coventry (Haight, Biography 10).  The school, 

having grown and flourished, was now drawing in many students from London and the 

surrounding areas and as far away as New York and even India (Haight, Biography 11).  

The curriculum for Mary Anne included music, drawing, English, French, history, and 

arithmetic (Haight, Biography 11).  According to Haight it is at this time that Mary Anne 

began to first write her name as Marianne Evans, probably, as he points out, as a 

reflection of her French studies (Biography 12).  

Ednah D. Cheney in Louisa May Alcott: Her Life, Letters, and Journals, tells us 

that at five years old, Louisa May Alcott moved with her family to Boston where her 

father opened a school in the Masonic Temple (17).  After the school failed, the family 

moved to Concord, Massachusetts in 1840 (Cheney 20).  She did attend a “genuine old-

fashioned school” for a few months in Still River Village (Cheney 25) and she and her 

sisters also attended a small school held in Mr. Emerson’s barn and taught by a Miss Ford 

(Cheney 26).  In addition, Louisa attended a small school for a couple of years which was 

taught by a Mary Russell (Cheney 26).  However, none of these schools seem to have had 

much impact on Alcott’s life; she herself wrote that  

I never went to school except to my father or such governesses as from 
time to time came into the family.  Schools then were not what they are 
now; so we had lessons each morning in the study.  And very happy hours 
they were to us, for my father taught in the wise way which unfolds what 
lies in the child’s nature, as a flower blooms, rather than crammed it, like a 
Strasburg goose, with more than it could digest.  I never liked arithmetic 
nor grammar, and dodged those branches on all occasions; but reading, 
writing, composition, history, and geography I enjoyed, as well as the 
stories read to us with a skill peculiarly his own. (Cheney 29)   
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Louisa May was primarily educated by her parents, particularly her father who 

kept extensive journals documenting virtually every aspect of his older daughters’ early 

years.  In “A Transcendentalist Father: The Child-Rearing Practices of Bronson Alcott,” 

Charles Strickland details Bronson Alcott’s experiments on his daughters and his 

philosophies and theories regarding child development and how adults might or might not 

influence a child by doing or not doing certain things to them.  Strickland summarizes 

Bronson’s theories by explaining, “if the child were uncorrupted, then it was incumbent 

upon adults to protect the child from the world in order to help him realize the future 

possibilities for human perfection” (“Transcendentalist Father” 11).  According to 

Strickland, nine days after the birth of his first daughter, Anna, Bronson Alcott “began 

his ‘Observations on the Phenomena of Life, as Developed in the Progressive History of 

an Infant, during the First Year of its Existence’” and “when Alcott laid down his pen in 

1836, he had filled nearly 2500 manuscript pages with observations on the behavior of 

his young daughters and with reflections on the significance of the early years of human 

life” (“Transcendentalist Father” 6).  Strickland credits Bronson’s efforts as “clearly 

mark[ing] the beginning of child psychology in America, a full half-century before G. 

Stanley Hall launched the ‘child-study’ movement with his well-known investigation of 

Boston kindergarten children” (“Transcendentalist Father” 9-10).   

In regard to his child-rearing theories, Bronson Alcott believed that in order to 

complete his experiment and control the environment as much as possible, Anna should 

have as little to do with other people and the rest of the world as possible, instead relying 

on all of her influences and experiences to stem from her parents (Strickland, 
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“Transcendentalist Father” 14-5).  Alcott believed that parents often “succeeded in 

corrupting their offspring” through their own actions or inactions (Strickland, 

“Transcendentalist Father” 17), and one of his theories included “his campaign against 

the animal nature” which included seeking “to weaken the flesh by depriving it, quite 

literally, of its nourishment.  [. . .] He believed that eating meat strengthened the animal 

faculties and led to the development of a brutish character” (Strickland, 

“Transcendentalist Father” 25).  Bronson Alcott also believed that “too much sleep 

strengthened the animal faculties unduly, and he noted with satisfaction that his daughter, 

at nine months, limited herself to a half-hour nap during the day.  Better still, she 

sometimes dispensed with it altogether” (Strickland, “Transcendentalist Father” 25-6).  

Mrs. Alcott did not always agree with her husband’s theories.  She “never openly 

challenged her husband’s child-rearing theories [. . .] but she found it difficult to translate 

his ideas into practice without more help.  Writing to her brother she complained that her 

husband was so engrossed in his work and writing that he was unable to lend practical 

assistance” (Strickland, “Transcendentalist Father” 35).  Mr. Alcott, however, sometimes 

blamed Mrs. Alcott for the children’s misbehaviors, blaming it on the “mother’s 

incompetence” (Strickland, “Transcendentalist Father” 52).  As Strickland tells us, Mrs. 

Alcott sometimes had a very different way of raising her daughters than her husband:  

She often indulged her daughters when she felt like indulging them, and 
spanked them when they annoyed her.  Alcott believed the sabotage 
sprang from his mate’s indifference and incompetence.  Perhaps it did.  
But Mrs. Alcott was no fool and she loved her daughters.  It was just 
possible that she felt uneasy as she sensed the pace and intensity of her 
husband’s child-rearing program. (“Transcendentalist Father” 70)   
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However, in later years, Mr. Alcott did admit that he “thought Anna and Louisa had 

turned out well, and it was true that they both displayed a keen sense of putting duty 

above pleasure, which was consistent with their father’s early stress on the importance of 

self-sacrifice” (Strickland, “Transcendentalist Father” 71).  However, it can also be 

argued that Mr. Alcott’s constant surveillance and record keeping, combined with the 

isolation he imposed on his children, contributed to Louisa May’s resistance to marriage 

as a patriarchal institution that exerted too much control over women. 

Mr. Alcott traveled to England in the early summer of 1842 after James 

Pierrepont Greaves along with Henry Wright and Charles Lane “established a 

communitarian experiment at Ham Common near Richmond, England.  They named it 

‘Alcott House’ and invited their American preceptor to visit and even preside over the 

experiment” (Elbert, Hunger for Home 45-6).  Bronson had corresponded with and even 

sent signed copies of Conversations with Children on the Gospels and Record of a School 

to Greaves (Elbert, Hunger for Home 45) who established his “Alcott House” as a result 

of some of Bronson’s ideas and experiments.  When Mr. Alcott arrived in England he 

learned that Greaves had died suddenly and just before his arrival (Elbert, Hunger for 

Home 47).  Charles Lane and Henry Wright however, did ultimately return to America 

with Mr. Alcott when he set sail that fall (Elbert, Hunger for Home 48).  Upon their 

arrival, Charles Lane “resided for some months in the Alcott family at Concord, and gave 

instruction to the children” (Cheney 33).    

In 1843, Bronson Alcott, along with Lane and several others began Fruitlands, an 

experiment in con-sociate and transcendental living.  While Mrs. Alcott did not entirely 
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agree with her husband’s ideas and irrationalities, “she was so utterly devoted to him that 

she was ready to help him in carrying out his plans, however little they commended 

themselves to her better judgment” (Cheney 33).  Mr. Alcott and his constituents believed 

that eating animals or using animals for farm labor was unfair to the animal and as a 

result, no animals were used or harmed in their transcendental society.  Not only did they 

not eat meat, but even milk products were outlawed as that required effort from a cow; 

wool could not be used since that would be robbing a sheep of its coat and animals could 

not be used to help pull plows as that would require the animal to work.  Financial 

troubles combined with the impracticalities of life in New England without the help of 

animals to aid in farm work, a very meager diet consisting of absolutely no meat or 

animal products, and the fact that almost all of the work fell to Mrs. Alcott while the men 

were philosophizing led to the ultimate demise of the Fruitlands experiment.  According 

to Elbert in her “Introduction” to Alcott’s novel, Moods,  

The only beasts of burden, [. . .], were the girls and women who did most 
of the household’s work, gathering a meager harvest in the fields while the 
men were busily engaged in philosophic conversations.  Fruitlands failed 
but the Alcotts miraculously survived as a family, largely because Abigail 
May Alcott subsequently rallied herself and her two eldest daughters, 
Anna and Louisa, to become breadwinners as well as breadmakers for the 
entire family. (xii)  
 

Nevertheless, the experience had a significant impact on Louisa and the rest of the 

family.  Later as an adult, Louisa even wrote a fictionalized account of the Fruitlands 

experiment, titled “Transcendental Wild Oats.” 

According to Alcott scholar, Sarah Elbert, Bronson Alcott and Charles Lane both 

“assumed that domestic activities were natural to women.  Neither dreamed that there 
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was anything artificial about the sexual division of labor at Fruitlands; nor did they see 

anything wrong with telling Abba and the girls how to manage their work” (Hunger for 

Home 61).  Furthermore, as Elbert points out, “in the end both men blamed the women 

for the crisis at Fruitlands.  The obstacles to harmony and community were females, who 

seemed irrationally committed to the exclusive love of their own biological family.  Lane 

went further in pointing to the ‘maternal instinct’ itself as the source of the difficulty” 

(Hunger for Home 62).  As a result, Louisa  

grew intensely conscious of the life-sustaining character of women’s 
domestic work.  In addition, she accepted the work as inescapable; men 
would not or could not do it.  But having grasped the meaning of her 
mother’s experience, she began to realize that women who lacked a voice 
in community government were powerless to extend their spheres of 
activity beyond the household. (Elbert, Hunger for Home 66) 

 
As in real life when Abba Alcott rescued her family from Fruitlands by ensuring they had 

a place to live and enough money to get by after the experiment ended in disaster, Louisa 

has the matriarch of “Transcendental Wild Oats,” Mrs. Lamb, rescue the fictional family 

in much the same way.  In neither case does Louisa or any of the rest of the family 

degrade the men for their lack of financial and practical support; but, at the same time, 

Louisa makes it evident in “Transcendental Wild Oats” that the men live in a dream 

world while the women must pay the consequences in order to survive in the real world.  

This is a theme which Alcott repeats in many of her later works as well as a consequence 

of it having had such a major impact on her own early life.  She never forgot watching 

her mother’s exhaustion and her father’s incompetence, and his infuriating acceptance of 

the belief that domestic labor comes naturally to women, and as a result, Louisa adopted 

a fierce stance on the belief that the genders should be regarded as equal.   
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Becoming George Eliot   

On February 3, 1836, Christiana Evans, Mary Anne’s mother, died after a 

prolonged decline.  According to George Eliot scholar, Gordon Haight, “her mother had 

never been very close to Mary Anne; her father was ‘the one deep strong love I have ever 

known,’ and she resolved to fill the empty place for him as well as she could” (Biography 

21).  According to The Real Life of Mary Ann Evans: George Eliot, Her Letters and 

Fiction by Rosemarie Bodenheimer, “however much her father may or may not have 

loved and supported her in childhood, Mary Ann Evans had never had a family member 

who understood or shared anything about her intellectual ambition or emotional 

volatility” (32).  As a result, “in her late teens her turbulent inner life was isolated in a 

working country household where, after her mother’s death, she acted as housekeeper to 

her father and brother” (Bodenheimer 32). According to Haight,  

Her household duties at Griff included supervising the kitchen, making the 
mince pies, damson cheese, and currant jelly, as well as overseeing the 
dairy.  She had large, finely shaped hands such as she gives several of her 
heroines; she once pointed out to a friend that one hand was broader 
across than the other because, she thought, of making so much butter and 
cheese during those years at Griff. (Biography 28)   
 

However, Mary Ann also “played the role of the unmarried – possibly unmarriageable – 

daughter devoted to the best interests of her father” which resulted in “a painful 

confrontation with questions of her own future and her own authority” (Bodenheimer 57).  

Mary Ann’s father, Robert Evans, “could no longer work as hard as he had, and was well 
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able to retire.  He finally decided to leave Isaac and Sarah2 at Griff while he and Mary 

Ann would go to a new house at Foleshill” (Haight, Biography 30).   

Mary Ann, who had read and re-read the Bible while at Mrs. Wallington’s 

Boarding School continued her intense study of religion and “though she had never cared 

much about dress and had no beauty to be proud of, she now began to neglect her 

personal appearance in order to show concern for the state of her soul” (Haight, 

Biography 19).  Furthermore, now in her late teens, Mary Ann’s “religious zeal [. . . ] had 

increased markedly” and “we know that she relieved the poor and visited the sick, 

praying with them as if she were ‘living in the time of the Apostles’” (Haight, Biography 

22).  She continued to read the Bible every day “studying the text with ever closer 

scrutiny” (Haight, Biography 23-4).  However, “her intensive study of the Bible had laid 

a foundation for the rational textual criticism that was to come.  Her gradual emergence 

from the long dominance of evangelical belief is obscured by the fact that all her letters 

are written to earnest Evangelicals and conceal as long as possible the change in her 

view” (Haight, Biography 29).  Mary Ann was beginning to question her belief in God 

and especially her views of the Church and ten months after her move to Foleshill with 

her father in 1841 she ignited a crisis resulting in “a four-month standoff with her father 

which she precipitated with her sudden announcement one Sunday morning that she 

would not accompany him to church as usual” (Bodenheimer 59).  During this same 

general time period, Mary Ann had “made the acquaintance of two persons who were to 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
2 Sarah Rawlins, whom Isaac Evans, Mary Ann’s brother, had married on June 8, 1841. 
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be her most intimate friends during the next thirteen years, Mr. and Mrs. Charles [and 

Cara] Bray” (Haight, Biography 36).  According to Haight,  

During his [Charles Bray’s] London years he had been converted by ‘a 
highly intelligent Evangelical Dissenter,’ a medical man, conviction of sin 
being followed by the usual state of depression and the practice of 
austerities, combined with the intensive study of religious writings.  His 
experience was thus somewhat like Mary Ann Evans’s, though of shorter 
duration.  In undertaking to convert the Unitarian minister at Coventry to 
his own view of the Trinity, young Bray found himself quite out of his 
depth.  He soon abandoned Christianity entirely in favour of a sort of 
philosophical necessity. (Biography 37) 
 

However, as Haight points out, “to attribute the change in her [Mary Ann’s] religious 

view solely to the Brays’ influence oversimplifies” (Biography 39).  Nevertheless, “Mr. 

Evans, after a fruitless outburst of parental authority, lapsed into stony silence, refusing to 

discuss the question of religion with his disobedient child.  How was he to hold a plate on 

Sunday mornings at Trinity, the father of an avowed free-thinker?  He could see nothing 

but impropriety and rebellion, which he blamed entirely on the Brays’ influence” (Haight, 

Biography 40).  Mr. Evans was so irritated with his daughter that “he was resolved to 

send Mary Ann away, not to see her again till she had abandoned her stubborn 

disobedience” (Haight, Biography 43).  Instead, Mary Ann went temporarily to stay with 

her brother Isaac at Griff (Haight, Biography 43), but “a week or two later the ‘Holy 

War’ ended in a truce.  Mary Ann agreed to attend church with [her father] as usual, and 

he tacitly conceded her the right to think what she liked during service” (Haight, 

Biography 44).  Mary Ann continued to live with and care for her father with “April 1848 

mark[ing] the beginning of the last year of Robert Evans’s life.  During that year all Mary 
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Ann’s activities were halted by his severe illness and increased dependency; she became 

a full-time nurse” (Bodenheimer 79). 

 Mary Ann’s good friends, the Brays, had been planning a means of diverting 

Mary Ann’s attention from the situation at home and within five days of her father’s 

funeral, they set out on a continental tour (Haight, Biography 68).  Once in Geneva, Mary 

Ann decided that she wished to remain for the winter and Charles Bray helped her to 

become established there before returning to his wife, Cara, for the return trip to 

Coventry (Haight, Biography 70).  Now alone, Mary Ann had to decide her next plan of 

action.  According to Haight,  

The £100 in cash her father bequeathed would last her through the year, but 
the income from the £2,000 left in trust would never bring more than £90 a 
year; even a country curate could no longer support himself on that.  She 
was determined not to be dependent on her family.  Poor Chrissey and her 
bankrupt husband needed help more than she; their seven-year-old Clara 
had just died of scarlet fever, and the six other children, the baby only a 
month old, were more than they could manage.  Isaac had no sympathy with 
Mary Ann’s ideas or her feelings; if he were to help, she would have to do 
things his way; he was certainly not a man she could lean upon.  But no 
other had appeared ready to take the responsibility.  She would be thirty in 
November.  She had never been good looking, had none of the superficial 
charms that attract young men.  The Language of Flowers had rightly 
named her Clematis – Mental Beauty.  No, she must find work to support 
herself.  But what?  Translation?  The three volumes of Strauss brought her 
only £20; Spinoza, if she finished it, would hardly bring more.  She was 
reduced to the only career open to respectable women, teaching.  She had 
once contemplated it during the conflict with her father.  At best it was a 
dreary life for bare subsistence. (Biography 70-1) 

 
Eventually, John Chapman asked Marian3 to write an article on a recently 

published book for the Westminster Review, which opportunity, Marian gladly accepted 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
3 As a result of her trip to Switzerland, Evans permanently changed “the spelling of her name from Mary 
Ann to Marian.  Polly had long been her nickname.  During their correspondence about Strauss, Sara 
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(Haight, Biography 80).  Upon completion of the article, Marian delivered it to Chapman 

in London “and spent two weeks at his house, 142 Strand.  Built originally as a hotel on 

the site of the old Turk’s Head Coffee House, it was much larger than Chapman needed 

for his small family” (Haight, Biography 81).  As a result, Chapman “conducted his 

publishing and bookselling business on the ground floor, where two or three clerks were 

kept busy.  On the floors above, Mrs. Chapman accommodated paying guests at a charge 

of 45 or 50 shillings a week for board and residence, depending on the room” (Haight, 

Biography 81).  Along with Chapman and his wife, Susanna, and their three children, 

“the only other permanent resident of the house [at 142 Strand] was Miss Elisabeth 

Tilley, a pretty woman of thirty, who served ostensibly as governess and helped with the 

housekeeping, but who also occupied the more intimate position of Chapman’s mistress” 

(Haight, Biography 81).  According to Haight, “if Susanna was aware of their [her 

husband’s and Elisabeth Tilley’s] relation, she chose to ignore it” (Biography 81).  Friday 

nights at 142 Strand often meant parties with many literary interests and authors in 

attendance (Haight, Biography 81).  On the last Friday of Marian’s visit, she met Eliza 

Lynn, a local author and Marian’s mind was immediately made up: “If Eliza Lynn could 

write books, so could she.  She would live in London and earn her living with her pen” 

(Haight, Biography 81). 

After returning to Rosehill and spending Christmas with friends, Marian returned 

to 142 Strand on January 8, 1851 (Haight, Biography 81).  Marian became a boarder at 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
Hennell had transformed Mary Ann to Pollian in a pedantic pun on Apollyon, the Angel of Destruction in 
Revelation; most of her letters to the Brays and Sara were signed Pollian.  While she was in Geneva, where 
it was natural to use the French form, Marianne occurs a few times.  From the spring of 1851 until the last 
year of her life (except with a few old correspondents) she signed herself Marian” (Haight, Biography 79-
80). 
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Chapman’s home at 142 Strand and soon, a piano was acquired for her room and not long 

after that, Chapman began spending more and more time in Marian’s room listening to 

her play (Haight, Biography 82).  Accordingly, 

Chapman’s sudden enthusiasm for ‘Mosart’ probably explains Susanna’s 
[Chapman’s wife] acquiescence in the purchase a week later of a piano for 
the drawing-room; thereafter Marian could perform less privately, and 
Susanna herself sometimes played duets with Sara Hennell or other 
visitors.  Chapman next discovered a burning desire to learn German and 
began to go regularly to her [Marian’s] room to take lessons from the 
Translator of Strauss.  Now Elisabeth Tilley evinced a sudden interest in 
the language, which barely concealed a violent jealousy of Marian, in 
whose room her magnetic lover was spending more and more time.  To 
private lessons in German Marian added readings of Latin and perhaps 
less abstruse subjects, sometimes at very curious hours. (Haight, 
Biography 82) 
 

Hostilities continued to deepen between the three women and eventually, Susanna and 

Elisabeth Tilley “joined forces against Marian and drove her back to Coventry” (Haight, 

Biography 85).  However, after several long months, and “by what sort of persuasion one 

cannot say, both ladies [Susanna and Elisabeth] were brought to consent to the co-editor’s 

[Marian’s] return to the Strand” (Haight, Biography 93).  According to Haight, Marian 

“returned to the Strand, a loyal ‘helpmate’ in editing the Westminster Review, but nothing 

more” (Biography 95). 

 Marian’s possible indiscretions did not end with Chapman, however.  Introduced 

to Herbert Spencer in August 1851 while in London, Marian saw him frequently after her 

return to the Strand in September (Haight, Biography 112). Spencer had recently 

accepted a position as subeditor of The Economist which was directly opposite the 

Chapmans’ house (Haight, Biography 111).  Marian regularly spent her evenings with 

Spencer, either as part of a larger group at the Chapman home, or alone with him 
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attending events around town (Haight, Biography 112).  However, “to Marian, Spencer 

seems very soon to have made it clear that his admiration was of her mental qualities 

only, for she wrote to the Brays 27 April: ‘We have agreed that we are not in love with 

each other and that there is no reason why we should not have as much of each other’s 

society as we like’” (Haight, Biography 113).  However, many did not believe this and as 

Marian wrote “‘all the world is setting us down as engaged’” (Haight, Biography 113).  

Spencer seems to have been determined to be a lifelong bachelor and even though he had 

a picture of Marian in his bedroom until the day he died, he remained insistent that he and 

Marian were not and had never been in love in a romantic way (Haight, Biography 115-

6).   

 On December 20, 1852, Edward Clarke, the husband of Marian’s sister Chrissey, 

died (Haight, Biography 125).  Chrissey was left with six children and very little to 

support them on (Haight, Biography 125).  Marian and Chrissey’s brother, Isaac Evans, 

was kind to Chrissey “‘though not in a very large way,’” and as a result, “Marian saw that 

her duty lay, not in helping with household work, but in earning more money by writing 

to add to Chrissey’s meager resources” (Haight, Biography 125).  Marian returned to her 

editorial work at 142 Strand in order to help provide financially but with Isaac’s help 

being “far from generous,” that was difficult, with the situation being so serious that one 

friend offered to help get some of the younger children admitted to the Infant Orphan 

Asylum and one of the oldest, sent to Australia (Haight, Biography 126). 

 Marian had first been introduced to George Lewes by Chapman on October 6, 

1851 at Jeff’s bookshop in Burlington Arcade (Haight, Biography 127).  In 1852, Lewes 
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was working on the Leader, “a weekly newspaper, which he and his old friend Thornton 

Leigh Hunt had founded two years before” (Haight, Biography 127).  The office for the 

Leader “was just round the corner from 142 Strand, where Lewes and his friend Herbert 

Spencer often dropped in to chat with Marian Evans” (Haight, Biography 127-8).  

According to Haight, during one of these visits, “when Spencer rose to leave, Lewes 

signified that he was going to stay; this, said Spencer, was the beginning of their 

intimacy” (Biography 128). 

 While the relationship between Marian Evans and George Lewes developed, it 

was not without its controversies, controversies which were primarily the result of Lewes 

marriage to Agnes Jervis Lewes whom he had wedded in 1841.  Together George and 

Agnes Lewes “had five children, three of whom survived: Charles Lee, born November 

24, 1842, Thornton Arnott, born April 14, 1844, and Herbert Arthur, born July 10, 1846” 

(Bodenheimer 193).  On April 16, 1850, Agnes Lewes gave birth to another son (Haight, 

Biography 131).  However, despite still being married to George Lewes, the father of this 

child was not Lewes, but Lewes’ business partner in the Leader, Thornton Hunt (Haight, 

Biography 131).  Instead of disowning his wife as he could have done, Lewes 

acknowledged “that he was partly to blame, [and] certainly unwilling to stigmatize the 

child, Lewes registered him as Edmund Alfred Lewes and treated him exactly like his 

own boys.  There were no recriminations on either side.  Agnes had merely followed her 

feelings; it was a principle they all accepted” (Haight, Biography 131).   

Despite the circumstances, Lewes and Hunt “continued to work harmoniously on 

the Leader.  But the offence was repeated.  Before Agnes bore Hunt a second child, Rose 
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Agnes Lewes, 21 October 1851, Lewes had ceased to regard her as his wife.  He still kept 

on friendly terms with her, however, coming to see her from time to time, writing to her 

when he was away, and contributing to support her and her illegitimate brood” (Haight, 

Biography 132).  According to Rosemary Ashton in George Eliot: A Life, while there 

seems to be little to no evidence to prove it, some who knew the Lewes and Hunts, 

“assumed that as Agnes was to Hunt, so Mrs. Hunt was to Lewes” (123).  This 

relationship might be one reason why Lewes seemed to stay on relatively pleasant terms 

with Agnes and Thornton Hunt.  Regardless of whether that is fact or simply rumor and 

suspicion, Lewes did continue to send Agnes at least £250 per year from this point 

onward, until his death in 1878, at which point Marian continued the payment (Ashton 

141).  Now, with his budding romance with Marian, Lewes might have wished for a 

divorce despite his seemingly nonchalant acceptance of Agnes’ activities.  However, 

there was no recourse to be sought in a divorce as the laws prohibited him from doing so 

since he had condoned her adultery when he registered the child by Hunt as his own. 

According to Haight, although Marian and Lewes became intimate not long after 

this all occurred, “by the time Marian Evans came to know Lewes, his home was 

hopelessly broken up” (Biography 133).  Marian also was facing rather difficult times, 

and was “growing increasingly restless at 142 Strand.  Though she needed money to help 

her sister, Chapman’s business affairs were in such a parlous state that he could pay her 

nothing for her work on the Westminster except perhaps her board.  She longed to be free 

from the whole affair” (Haight, Biography 133).  By October 1853, Marian had left 142 

Strand and established living arrangements for herself at Hyde Park Square (Haight, 
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Biography 134).  At this house, “Marian could receive guests whenever she liked, free 

from the surveillance of the Chapman household [and it is] believed that this change of 

address ‘marked the commencement of the union with Mr. Lewes’” (Haight, Biography 

134). 

Marian’s relationship with Lewes effectively outlawed her from society (Haight, 

Biography 147).  While Marian’s good friend, Charles Bray, had an illegitimate family 

which was “kept a secret from the world at large, [. . .] the Hunt-Lewes marital 

arrangements were the talk of London” (Ashton 101).  Marian knew the stigmatism 

which was to be associated with her decision and as a result was afraid to tell nearly 

everyone, including two of her best friends, Sara Hennell and Cara Hennell Bray, the 

wife of Charles Bray (Haight, Biography 147).  Instead, she relied on “Charles to explain 

to Sara and Cara that she was going abroad with George – as his wife” (Haight, 

Biography 147). 

Although Agnes and George Lewes were still technically married, and had to 

remain so, before Marian would agree to effectively become Lewes’ “wife,” and go to 

London with him, she insisted on an agreement from all parties involved.  Marian made it 

very clear that if she was to become part of this, Agnes and Lewes must have no 

intentions of ever getting back together again, to which they agreed, “making the 

separation definite, if not legal” (Haight, Biography 179).  Despite this, Lewes was still 

financially responsible for Agnes and since Hunt “was slow to pay any part of her bills,” 

Lewes “had to borrow money to settle her accounts” (Haight, Biography 177).  After 

becoming Lewes’ “wife” in the spring of 1855, Marian continued to keep the fact as 
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secret as possible, including from her own family, due to the backlash she knew she 

would receive if it were publicized.  Marian went home to visit her family for Christmas 

1855 and spent time with her sister Chrissey at Attleborough (Haight, Biography 194).  

Isaac, their brother, lived at Griff which was only three miles from Attleborough but “we 

do not know whether or not she saw Isaac at this time” but it was “clear that she told 

none of her family about her marriage” (Haight, Biography 194).  

 

Scenes of Clerical Life: “The Sad Fortunes of the Reverend Amos Barton” 

Marian’s relationship with Lewes helped to contribute significantly to her 

success.  As Rosemarie Bodenheimer writes, 

Marian Evan’s choice of George Henry Lewes has always been 
retrospectively read as the act that made her fiction writing possible.  
Earlier accounts emphasize Lewes’s role as mentor, muse, mother, 
protector, and literary agent; more recent ones concentrate on Marian 
Evans’s liberating choice of an ‘outlaw’ sexual situation.  Nina Auerbach, 
who gives the most dramatic of such readings, suggests that George Eliot 
released her artistic capacity by tapping into the demonic power of 
fallenness itself.  (86) 
 

On September 23, 1858, Marian wrote in her journal, “‘Began to write ‘The Sad Fortunes 

of the Reverend Amos Barton,’ which I hope to make one of a series called ‘Scenes of 

Clerical Life’” (Haight, Biography 213).  To write “The Sad Fortunes of the Reverend 

Amos Barton, Marian drew heavily on her own experiences and a life she had known 

many years earlier.  Amos Barton, “the unheroic hero [of the story], was drawn from 

keen observation of the Reverend John Gwyther, Curate of Chilvers Coton, 1831-41, 

whose sermons she had heard, who had officiated at her mother’s funeral and her sister’s 

wedding” (Haight, Biography 211).   
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“The Sad Fortunes of the Reverend Amos Barton” tells the story of Amos Barton 

who is the clergyman at Shepperton and his wife, Milly, and their six children.  The 

Bartons are extremely poor but their love for each other is obvious.  At one point in the 

story, the sister of a Mr. Edmund Bridmain, the Countess Czerlaski, comes to stay with 

the Bartons because Mr. Bridmain has married a woman who is significantly below him 

in terms of class and whom the Countess greatly dislikes.  The Countess, however, does 

not seem to understand what poverty and life is like for the Bartons because she 

continually relies on them without giving anything back in return, particularly financially.  

She does do small favors and gives frivolous gifts but nothing which could have any 

meaning to a family just struggling to survive.  Due to the living arrangements, rumors 

start to spread that something is going on between the Countess and Amos Barton, even 

though that is clearly not the case.  Milly, who is pregnant with their seventh child during 

the story becomes increasingly ill and gives birth to the child at only seven months.  The 

baby dies, followed by Milly a few days later.  Amos Barton is completely heartbroken 

by this loss and it is only compounded when he is essentially forced from his position as 

curate and therefore must leave the town and can no longer be close to Milly’s grave.  As 

Haight explains, while many of the details in the story do seem true to life, “Milly’s six 

children, so appealingly depicted, remind us at once of Chrissey’s six little ones at 

Attleborough, to whom their Aunt Polly [Marian Evans] was tenderly devoted,” the story 

itself, “was imaginary.  No one has ever produced convincing prototypes of the Countess 

Czerlaski or her brother, who cause Amos’s downfall” (Haight, Biography 212). 
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 George Lewes had submitted the manuscript of “The Sad Fortunes of the 

Reverend Amos Barton” to the publisher John Blackwood on November 6, 1856 simply 

saying that it was a manuscript from “‘a friend who desired my good offices with you’” 

(Haight, Biography 213).  Lewes and Evans did not believe that the manuscript would be 

as well received if it were revealed that the author was a woman, and especially a woman 

living the extremely controversial lifestyle she was living.  As a result, they did 

everything within their power to keep the true authorship secret from even their closest 

friends and allies.  Lewes led the publisher, John Blackwood, to believe that the author of 

“Amos Barton” was a male friend of his and without even so much as a name, 

Blackwood was forced to write letters to the author addressing them to “‘My Dear 

Amos’” (Haight, Biography 219).  In one of her replies back to Blackwood, Marian 

Evans signed the letter, “Yours Very Truly, George Eliot” (Haight, Biography 219).  As 

she later admitted, she had chosen the name “because ‘George was Mr. Lewes’s Christian 

name, and Eliot was a good mouth-filling, easily-pronounced word” (Haight, Biography 

220).  However, George Eliot was a rather common name for that time and location and 

“Blackwood was already speculating about the mystery” and true identity of the author 

(Haight, Biography 220). 

 

Scenes of Clerical Life: “Mr. Gilfil’s Love-Story” 

 Following “The Sad Fortunes of the Reverend Amos Barton,” George Eliot, as 

she was now beginning to become known, wrote the next story in the Scenes of Clerical 

Life series, “Mr. Gilfil’s Love-Story,” which “like ‘Amos Barton,’ was drawn from 
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Marian’s childhood memories” (Haight, Biography 220).  In this story, we learn the 

history of Mr. Maynard Gilfil who preceded Amos Barton at Shepperton Parish.  As far 

as most everyone knew, Mr. Gilfil was a bachelor saving money for a nephew, the son of 

a deceased sister.  However, the story also begins by telling of Mr. Gilfil’s housekeeper, 

Martha, dusting an empty chamber in Mr. Gilfil’s house, a room in which “on a dressing-

box by the side of the glass was a workbasket, and an unfinished baby-cap, yellow with 

age, lying in it.  Two gowns, of a fashion long forgotten, were hanging on nails against 

the door, and a pair of tiny red slippers, with a bit of tarnished silver embroidery on them, 

were standing at the foot of the bed” (Eliot, “Mr. Gilfil’s Love-Story” 88).  According to 

the story, “there were not many people in the parish, besides Martha, who had any 

distinct remembrance of Mr. Gilfil’s wife, or indeed who knew anything of her, beyond 

the fact that there was a marble tablet, with a Latin inscription in memory of her, over the 

vicarage pew” (Eliot, “Mr. Gilfil’s Love-Story” 89).   

Gilfil met his wife, Tina, when he was fifteen and she was seven.  Gilfil, a ward 

of Sir Christopher spends his summers with them at Cheverel Manor.  Tina is an adopted 

orphan from Italy who also lives at Cheverel Manor.  Captain Anthony Wybrow is “Sir 

Christopher’s nephew and destined heir” (Eliot, “Mr. Gilfil’s Love-Story” 95) and Miss 

Beatrice Assher is the woman whom Anthony is supposed to marry.  However, by this 

point, Tina has fallen in love with Anthony who has been tempting her with his love.  

Tina believes that Anthony loves her and is only marrying Beatrice because that is what 

Sir Christopher wishes (Eliot, “Mr. Gilfil’s Love-Story” 144).  However, despite 

everything Anthony does that makes Tina believe he is in love with her, he apparently is 
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not, or at least refuses to be because of the class differences or because he feels marrying 

Beatrice is what Sir Christopher desires of him.  As a result, an arranged marriage is 

essentially designed for Gilfil and Tina.  Gilfil is in love with Tina but Tina does not love 

Gilfil back; instead, she insists on loving Anthony.  One day, in a rage, Tina gets a dagger 

and goes to meet Anthony.  As she later tells Gilfil, she intended to kill Anthony with the 

dagger but when she gets to him, she finds him already dead.  Despite the fact that she 

did not kill Anthony, the guilt of her intent takes a drastic toll on her.  Nevertheless, Gilfil 

and Tina are married but Tina dies soon afterward, partly as the result of the pregnancy or 

birth of their child.  As Eliot writes, Tina’s “continual languor and want of active interest 

was a natural consequence of bodily feebleness, and the prospect of her becoming a 

mother was a new ground for hoping the best.  But the delicate plant had been too deeply 

bruised, and in the struggle to put forth a blossom it died” and “Maynard Gilfil’s love 

went with her into deep silence for evermore” (“Mr. Gilfil’s Love-Story” 193). 

 

Scenes of Clerical Life: “Janet’s Repentance” 

 The third and final story in the Scenes of Clerical Life collection is “Janet’s 

Repentance” which tells the story of Janet Dempster and Mr. Edward Tryan.  The story 

takes place in the town of Milby where there are many religious discussions and debates 

going on about the Dissenters versus the Evangelists.  Mr. Tryan is “the first Evangelical 

clergyman who had risen above the Milby horizon” and because of him, “the 

[Evangelical] alarm reached its climax” (Eliot, “Janet’s Repentance” 212).  As a result, 

the town becomes “divided into two zealous parties, the Tryanites and the anti-Tryanites; 
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and by the exertions of the eloquent [Mr.] Dempster, the anti-Tryanite virulence was soon 

developed into an organized protest” (Eliot, “Janet’s Repentance” 212-3).  Mrs.  Janet 

Dempster “goes among the poor a good deal” (Eliot, “Janet’s Repentance” 226) but Mr. 

Dempster is for “True Religion” not “Cant” (Eliot, “Janet’s Repentance” 229) and helps 

to cause mob scenes and protests against Tryan and for himself (Eliot, “Janet’s 

Repentance” 228).  Mr. Dempster also has a weakness for drinking and is abusive, both 

physically and verbally, to his wife, Janet.  Janet is an anti-Tryanite like her husband but 

she starts to change her mind about Mr. Tryan (Eliot, “Janet’s Repentance” 274-5).  In 

one of his drunken fits Mr. Dempster throws Janet out of the house because she refuses to 

pick up his clothes and thus embarrasses him in front of guests when they see his clothes 

left on the floor.  Mrs. Pettifer takes Janet in and Mr. Tryan comes at Janet’s request, at 

which point he tells her how he entered the church and found faith (Eliot, “Janet’s 

Repentance” 301-2).  Mrs. Dempster is still separated from her husband when Mr. 

Dempster is thrown from a gig and suffers fatal injuries.  Janet returns to him and hopes 

he will live but he does not.  Although it is difficult for her to lose him she is eventually 

freed and inherits the money which belonged to her and her husband and which she 

would have lost had she left or divorced him.  While her husband used to beat her she too 

had taken to drinking and it takes her a while to overcome the temptation but she 

eventually is able to.  Mr. Tryan made a huge impact on her life but he has consumption 

and his health is failing.  He dies but not before he and Janet kiss and Janet’s life is turned 

around for the better.  The story ends with a glimpse into Janet’s life many years later, as 

a grandmother and mother to an adopted daughter. 
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 On May 26th, 1857, Marian Evans writes a letter to her brother, Isaac, telling him 

that she has changed her name to Marian Lewes.  She uses the word “husband” but does 

not give Lewes’ name except to say that her trust income may be paid to the account of 

Mr. G. H. Lewes at the Union Bank of London (Haight, Biography 228).  She also writes 

a letter to Fanny Houghton making the same announcement and the next day, writes to 

John Chapman telling him that she is “married” and now “Mrs. Lewes” (Haight, 

Biography 229).  Fanny Houghton was the first to respond to Marian’s news, most likely 

not understanding that the “marriage” was far from conventional (Haight, Biography 

230).  In her reply to Marian, Fanny also wrote of local news which had appeared “in 

Blackwood’s, all about Chilvers Coton and Arbury, written, she had been told, by Mr. 

Liggins of Attleborough” (Haight, Biography 231).  The letter which Marian had sent to 

her brother, Isaac, was interpreted correctly, and as a result, not received in the same way 

her letter to Fanny Houghton had been.  To her family, Marian “was now a complete 

outcast” (Haight, Biography 233).   

 

Adam Bede 

 The rumors regarding the true author of Scenes of Clerical Life continued to 

spread, with Joseph Liggins being the prime suspect.  In 1859 Marian Evans, writing 

under the pseudonym George Eliot, published Adam Bede.  Although she had written for 

the Westminster Review, published translations, and written and published Scenes of 

Clerical Life in 1857, Adam Bede was her first true novel and it was a great success.  

Adam Bede was very well received and after being first published on February 1, 1859, 
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by March 16 the publisher, Blackwood, “was reporting that the first run of just over 2,000 

was nearly sold out and a second edition was therefore ‘a certainty.’  A third edition was 

required in May, when Mudie ordered another 200 copies urgently (and by telegraph), 

and very soon a fourth edition was under way” (Ashton 212).  More than 15,000 copies 

were sold by the end of its first year in print (Ashton 212).  The reviews were good and 

“everyone did read and admire it, particularly after the review in The Times” on April 12 

in which Eneas Sweetland Dallas wrote “‘There can be no mistake about Adam Bede.  It 

is a first-rate novel, and its author takes rank at once among the masters of the art’” 

(Ashton 213).   

The problem, however, was that as with Scenes of Clerical Life, Adam Bede was 

also being attributed to Joseph Liggins who was claiming to be George Eliot.  

Furthermore, Liggins began to claim that he had written Adam Bede “ten to twelve years 

before and sent it to the Blackwoods, who, he said quite truthfully, had never paid him a 

penny for it” (Haight, Biography 283).  Mr. Liggins was familiar enough with the 

storyline and the real life characters and settings to come across to some as being 

believable in his claims.  Liggins was from the area, Marian even remembering him “as a 

vision [from] my childhood – a tall black coated genteel young clergyman-in-embryo” 

(Haight, Biography 282).  Blackwoods, finding themselves at the center of the dispute 

and being accused of stealing the story without paying for it, quickly defended 

themselves only to be accused by others who knew Liggins and believed his story.  

Others who knew Liggins knew he was not capable of this type of writing protested and 

fought for the other side of the argument.  The truth, however, was starting to unravel 
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itself and soon some either knew for a fact or were highly suspicious that the true author 

was Marian Evans Lewes.  Even Isaac Evans, who was no longer on speaking terms with 

his sister, admitted that “no one but his sister could have written Adam Bede; there were 

things in it about his father that she must have written” (Haight, Biography 287).  To her 

Coventry friends, Marian soon “revealed the great secret” (Haight, Biography 288) and 

her incognito was soon gone. 

 

Becoming Louisa May Alcott 

In 1841, Louisa May Alcott’s maternal grandfather, Colonel Joseph May, died, 

leaving his daughter, Abby May Alcott, Louisa’s mother, a small inheritance.  Following 

the 1843 fiasco of Fruitlands, the transcendental experiment in consociate living which 

Bronson Alcott had been convinced would succeed but which met with complete and 

utter failure, Abby Alcott used the money bequeathed to her by her father, combined with 

five hundred dollars from their friend and neighbor, Ralph Waldo Emerson, to purchase a 

home in Concord known as Hillside (Cheney 51).  However, despite the new roof over 

their heads, “there were still six mouths to be fed, six bodies to be clothed, and four 

young, eager minds to be educated” (Cheney 52).  Furthermore, “Concord offered very 

little opportunity for such work as either Mr. or Mrs. Alcott could do, and at last even the 

mother’s brave heart broke down” (Cheney 52).  Visiting with a good friend one day, 

Abby admitted that the family was in great need and the friend, knowing of an 

opportunity, invited Abby and the family to come to Boston where employment could be 

found (Cheney 52-3).  In 1848, the Alcott’s moved to Boston where “Mrs. Alcott became 
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a visitor to the poor in the employ of one or more benevolent societies, and finally kept 

an intelligence office” (Cheney 53).   

According to Alcott scholar, Sarah Elbert, Mrs. Alcott’s  

contact with Boston’s growing poverty, and above all with the exploitation 
of poor girls and women, set her own struggles in perspective.  She no 
longer viewed the Alcott family’s distress as unique; nor did Louisa.  
Their sympathies expanded as they identified with the people they tried to 
help.  Abba also developed a deeper understanding of the social and 
economic causes of poverty.  She could no longer blame the victims, nor 
hope that broader education and stricter supervision would solve the 
problems.  After handling two hundred cases a month, working after hours 
and bringing some of the most desperate cases home to the Alcott 
apartment, she had become exasperated with her employers, who she 
claimed addressed the symptoms rather than the real causes of poverty. 
(Hunger for Home 84) 
 

As a result of her experiences, Abba’s “radical assessment of the causes of poverty joined 

her maturing feminism.  Unlike the ladies of the South Friendly Society, her last 

employers, she knew at first hand the poor women who earned $1.50 a day sewing for 

their betters, and she understood the cause of their exploitation” (Elbert, Hunger for 

Home 85). 

While his wife was seeking justice for the poor and unfairly treated, Bronson 

Alcott began to hold philosophical conversations in West Street in Boston.  According to 

Cheney, he attracted a small circle “who delighted in the height of his aspirations and the 

originality of his thoughts.  It was congenial occupation for him, and thus added to the 

happiness of the family” (53).  But, his efforts did very little to help the financial needs of 

his family (Cheney 53).   

As a result of these situations and her prior experiences, Louisa May began to feel 

the pressures of reality at about fifteen years of age.  Louisa and her sisters not only 
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helped their mother in her duties by going among the poor and otherwise assisting those 

who were even less fortunate than they, but Louisa and her older sister, Anna, began 

taking on many jobs, most either teaching or sewing, in an effort to help earn money for 

the family.  Louisa, especially, felt the need to help the family.  In her journal from July 

1850, she writes about her mother, saying:  

I often think what a hard life she has had since she married, -- so full of 
wandering and all sorts of worry ! so different from her early easy days, 
the youngest and most petted of her family.  I think she is a very brave, 
good woman; and my dream is to have a lovely, quiet home for her, with 
no debts or troubles to burden her.  But, I’m afraid she will be in heaven 
before I can do it. (Cheney 62) 
 

Louisa’s mother, Abba Alcott, had grown up in a well-to-do family in Boston.  She was 

the daughter of Joseph May and Dorothy Sewall May.  Joseph May was a wealthy 

philanthropist who had earned his fortune by way of a successful shipping business 

(Barton 3).  Dorothy Sewall May “could have played an active part in the rounds of 

Boston’s best social circles had she so desired, for she was born both a Quincy and a 

Sewall” (Barton 3).  Instead, like her daughter, Abba, Louisa’s mother, Dorothy May 

“chose instead to do her moral duty.  She devoted herself to her husband and children and 

quietly bestowed benevolence upon the poor and needy” (Barton 3).  But, unlike the 

Alcott’s, the May’s led a wealthy and high-class lifestyle.  According to Alcott 

biographer, Madelon Bedell, 

At the time Abby met Bronson, the city of Boston was sprinkled with 
numbers of her prominent relatives.  One of them, Josiah Quincy, was the 
mayor of Boston, shortly to become the president of Harvard; another, 
Edmund Quincy, was a well-known antislavery advocate and writer.  Her 
uncle, Joseph Sewall, was treasurer of the Commonwealth; his son, 
Samuel, a rising young lawyer.  Another cousin, Joseph Tuckerman, a 
minister and philanthropist, founded the Unitarian ‘Ministry at Large,’ one 
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of the first organized charities in Boston.  Her great-aunt, Dorothy Quincy, 
after whom her mother was named, was the famous Revolutionary belle 
who had flirted with Aaron Burr but married John Hancock, the first 
governor of Massachusetts [and the famous signer of the Declaration of 
Independence].  (22-3) 
 

So, the transition from the genteel lifestyle as a May to the near poverty of being an 

Alcott must have been difficult but Abba never let it show. 

 

“How I Went Out to Service” 

 In 1851, Louisa took a position as companion which later resulted in her writing 

the essay, “How I Went Out to Service” which was first published in The Independent in 

1874.  In her work in Boston, Mrs. Alcott was asked by a gentleman if she knew anyone 

who could be a “companion for his aged father and sister, who was to do only light work, 

and to be treated with the greatest respect and kindness” (Cheney 66).  Louisa, hearing 

the offer, immediately volunteered to go and she did.  But, instead of being fairly 

compensated for the work described, it instead resulted in “two months of disappointment 

and [a] painful experience which she never forgot” (Cheney 66-7).  As Elaine Showalter 

shows in her “Introduction” to Alternative Alcott, in contrast to the “light duties in a 

genteel household” which she had been promised, the reality of the situation was an 

employer who “proved to be a domestic tyrant, almost a caricature of her father, who 

pursued her with sighs, notes, and poems, and then loaded her down with the dirtiest 

labor of the house when she rejected his advances” (xv-xvi).  To make matters even 

worse, when she quit as a result of the treatment she was receiving, Louisa was given an 

envelope containing her pay but when she later opened it she learned that it only 
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contained a very small fraction of what she rightly should have been paid for all of her 

hard work and time.  As in the essay version, the pitifully small amount of money was 

returned to the man, along with a note from Alcott’s family expressing their disgust at the 

situation and the unfair wages which had been received.  However, as Alcott wrote in her 

essay of the experience,  

My experiment seemed a dire failure and I mourned it as such for years; 
but more than once in my life I have been grateful for that serio-comico 
experience, since it has taught me many lessons.  One of the most useful 
of these has been the power of successfully making a companion, not a 
servant, of those whose aid I need, and helping to gild their honest wages 
with the sympathy and justice which can sweeten the humblest and lighten 
the hardest task. (“How I Went Out to Service” 363) 
 
 
 

Flower Fables 
 

Flower Fables, a story with elves, fairies, and flowers as characters, all with 

moral lessons to teach and tell, was originally written as a gift for her neighbor, Ralph 

Waldo Emerson’s daughter, Ellen, when Louisa was only sixteen.  In 1854, at the age of 

twenty-two, Louisa published the little book, “an edition of sixteen hundred” (Cheney 79) 

and received thirty-two dollars (Cheney 76).  The achievement “gave her the great 

satisfaction of having earned it by work that she loved, and which she could do well.  She 

began to have applications for stories from the papers; but as yet sewing and teaching 

paid better than writing” (Cheney 76).  Nevertheless, “while she sewed her brain was 

busy with plans of poems, plays, and tales, which she made use of at a later period” 

(Cheney 76).  However, as Cheney also points out, Alcott quickly saw that “she must 

study not only fairies and fancies, but men and realties; and she now began to observe 
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life, not in books but as it went on around her” (77).  As a result, Louisa “did not ‘waste 

even ink on poems and fancies,’ but planned stories, that everything might help toward 

her great object of earning support for her family” (Cheney 77).  Despite the fact that she 

was starting to earn money by her writing, sewing and teaching remained her main 

sources of income during this period and as a result, consumed most of her time and 

energies as well.  These experiences later proved very useful, as they provided Alcott 

with material for writing Work, a novel in which the main character, a young woman 

named Christie Devon, works and becomes independent, much like Alcott herself had to.  

Like Christie, Louisa was determined to earn her own way, often declaring her love for 

independence; but, she was also determined to earn money for the family, feeling the 

deep financial needs as a burden which she had to bear.  As she wrote, she was 

determined to “prove that though an Alcott I can support myself” (Cheney 89).  Though 

Louisa, her mother, and her older sister, Anna, were the primary breadwinners for the 

family, none seemed to hold much of a grudge against Mr. Alcott’s inability to earn a 

living.  Instead, they seem to have placed the blame on society, as Louisa does when she 

writes in her journal in January 1857: “Father came to see me on his way home; little 

money; had had a good time, and was asked to come again.  Why don’t rich people who 

enjoy his talk pay for it?  Philosophers are always poor, and too modest to pass round 

their own hats” (Cheney 91). 

In March 1858, Lizzie Alcott, Louisa’s younger sister, died after suffering for two 

years the complications of scarlet fever which she had contracted, much like Beth in 

Little Women, while helping her mother work with the poor in Boston.  The family soon 
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moved to Orchard House where they would remain permanently, and which Louisa 

endearingly refers to as Apple Slump in some of her writings.  Anna Alcott and John 

Pratt also announced their engagement about this time and two years later, in 1860, they 

were married, leaving only Mr. and Mrs. Alcott, Louisa, and the youngest Alcott 

daughter, May, who had high ambitions and high expectations and dreamed of life in 

Europe and who, with the help of Louisa’s earnings, was able to pursue a career as an 

artist and to fulfill many of her wishes. 

 

The Inheritance 

Louisa continued to write and by the late 1850s was beginning to see some real 

income from her efforts, although still not enough for her to be able to give up her other 

sources of revenue.  In 1849, when she was only seventeen years old, Louisa had penned 

her first novel, The Inheritance, and although it was not published until 1997, nearly 150 

years after it was written, it had set the stage for some of Alcott’s other early writings by 

allowing her to start to develop her literary voice.  According to Myerson and Shealy, the 

Alcott scholars who discovered and posthumously published the novel, The Inheritance 

“predates her first published piece, a poem, by several years and her first published novel 

by fifteen years” (“Introduction” viii).  As Myerson and Shealy state in their 

“Introduction” to the novel, it is unknown whether the book was “written with an eye 

toward publication or only for the love of creation” because “no clues as to the book’s 

origins exist” (“Introduction” viii).   
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The Inheritance tells the story of Edith, an Italian girl who is “adopted” by the 

father of Arthur and Amy Hamilton, to be their playmate and companion.  Now that all 

are nearly grown, Edith acts partly as a governess to Amy.  Over the years, a friendship 

between Amy and Edith has developed and both wish it could be more equal but because 

of Edith’s status as hired help and her adoption as a young child from a family believed 

to be of the lower class, they are not considered as able to be equals.  However, as the 

story progresses, Edith receives a packet from a messenger in which she discovers a 

locket with her mother’s and father’s pictures in it.  There is also a will which states that 

her father was the brother of Arthur and Amy’s father.  She is heir to the entire estate 

which she has been living on all this time and all the wealth of the Hamilton’s is actually 

hers.  However, she does not want anyone to know this so she decides to burn the letter 

and will.  She is distracted in the act and instead of burning the envelope and its contents, 

she hides them with the intent of burning them later.  In the meantime, she is accused of 

stealing from one of the other family members living in the house and is threatened with 

being thrown out.  Edith has no explanation for the theft and wishing to hide the truth of 

her inheritance, she refuses to tell all that she knows.  Given a slight reprieve to rethink 

her decision to hide what she knows, Edith burns the envelope and resolves to leave the 

estate.  As she is about to be forced to leave, another young man admits to being the one 

who stole the missing money and in order to prove his story and save Edith, he produces 

the will and letter which he had snuck out of the envelope before Edith burned it.  As a 

result, Edith becomes heir to the entire estate and is now recognized as a cousin and equal 

instead of the lowborn hired girl she had been before. 
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The Inheritance, Flower Fables, and other short poems and stories led to the early 

development of Louisa May Alcott as a published author who was earning money for her 

craft.  Although these early writings from her teenage years did not bring much fame or 

fortune, by the time she was in her late twenties, Louisa was beginning to see the fruits of 

her labors.  In March 1859 she wrote in her journal, “won’t teach anymore if I can help it; 

don’t like it; and if I can get writing enough can do much better.  I have done more than I 

hoped.  Supported myself, helped May, and sent something home.  Not borrowed a 

penny, and had only five dollars given me.  So my third campaign ends well” (Cheney 

104).  Louisa was writing primarily sensation stories at this time, and had publishers 

soliciting her for her work instead of the other way around.  As Cheney writes, Louisa 

“certainly did let her fancy run riot in these tales, and they were as sensational as the 

penny papers desired.  She had a passion for wild, adventurous life, and even for lurid 

passion and melodramatic action, which she could indulge to the utmost in these stories” 

(105-6).  However, while she was  

probably right in calling most of them ‘trash and rubbish,’ for she was yet 
an uninformed girl, and had not studied herself or life very deeply; [. . .] 
her own severe condemnation of them in ‘Little Women’ might give a 
false idea.  The stories are never coarse or immoral.  They give a lurid, 
unnatural picture of life, but sin is not made captivating or immortality 
attractive. (Cheney 106)   
 

As Cheney also points out, Alcott “unquestionably recognized that she was not doing the 

best work of which she was capable; and she looked forward still to the books she was to 

write, as well as the fortune she was to make” (107).  Alcott also “did not like any 

reference to these sensational stories in after life, although she sometimes re-used plots or 

incidents in them; and she was very unwilling to have them republished” (Cheney 107). 
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 Unlike George Eliot who was of the agnostic belief, Alcott was religious although 

not generally in the organized sense which entailed strict church going and related 

activities.  Instead, she, and her family, saw God in nature and felt closest to God when 

they were enjoying the outdoors.  As Alcott wrote in a reflection on her childhood,  

I remember running over the hills just at dawn one summer morning, and 
pausing to rest in the silent woods, saw, through an arch of trees, the sun 
rise over river, hill, and wide green meadows as I never saw it before.  
Something born of the lovely hour, a happy mood, and the unfolding 
aspirations of a child’s soul seemed to bring me very near to God; and in 
the hush of that morning hour I always felt that I ‘got religion,’ as the 
phrase goes.  A new and vital sense of His presence, tender and sustaining 
as a father’s arms, came to me then, never to change through forty years of 
life’s vicissitudes, but to grow stronger for the sharp discipline of poverty 
and pain, sorrow and success. (Cheney 30-1) 
   

The Alcotts firmly believed that God would provide for their needs and this belief seems 

to have provided miracles for them on more than one occasion. 

 

Moods    

 In the summer of 1861, Alcott began writing Moods.  As Cheney states, “It was 

not written for money, but for its own sake, and she was possessed by the plot and the 

characters” (116-7).  Cheney also considers Moods to be Alcott’s most unlucky book, but 

as she points out, it was a book which Louisa never lost interest in, despite all that it, and 

she, went through (119).  According to Cheney, Moods “was sent to and fro from 

publisher to author, each one suggesting some change.  Redpath sent it back as being too 

long.  Ticknor found it very interesting, but could not use it.  Loring liked it, but wanted it 

shorter” (119).  Alcott “condensed and altered until her author’s spirit rebelled, and she 

declared she would change it no more” (Cheney 119) at which point she would put it 
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away for a while only to keep coming back to it every now and again to alter some more 

and try publishing again.   

 In early 1861 Alcott began writing another novel, “Success” which was later to 

become known as Work.  Because of her family’s financial situation and the strain that 

had placed on Alcott herself, she knew many of the frustrations women faced when 

trying to find suitable and respectable employment.  Alcott’s own experiences as a teen 

and young woman, sewing and teaching, contributed significantly to the material found in 

Work.  But, Louisa’s mother fell ill and this novel was also cast aside for the time being 

(Cheney 124).  When Alcott resumed her writing, it was to try once again with Moods.  

As she wrote in her journal from February 1861, “From the 2d to the 25th I sat writing, 

with a run at dusk; could not sleep, and for three days was so full of it I could not stop to 

get up” (Cheney 125).  In April, War was declared on the South and a local troop was 

sent off which for Alcott and her family meant “a busy time getting them ready, and a sad 

day seeing them off” (Cheney 127).  As she wrote in her journal from April 1861, “I’ve 

often longed to see a war, and now I have my wish.  I long to be a man; but as I can’t 

fight, I will content myself with working for those who can” and as a result, she spent 

much of her time sewing and doing various other tasks which aided in the war effort 

(Cheney 127). 

 

Hospital Sketches 

 Like Eliot, who was the caretaker and nurse for her father and later the 

breadwinner for the family, Alcott also took on the role of caretaker and nurse but in her 
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case, as a Civil War Nurse at Union Hotel Hospital in Washington, DC.  Louisa had 

longed to go to war and since she could not go as a soldier, she resolved to go as a nurse 

instead where she found “the varied and intense human life she had longed to know” 

(Cheney 137).  However, this time in her life was pivotal, for more reasons than just the 

excitement of being a part of the war.  As Alcott herself wrote: “‘I was never ill before 

this time, and never well afterward’” (Cheney 137).  Louisa contracted Typhoid Fever 

and in their effort to save her, doctors utilized the standard treatment for the disease: large 

doses of calomel (Elbert, Hunger for Home 127).  Although it was not understood at the 

time, the large amounts of calomel led to mercury poisoning in those patients who 

survived.  Louisa, being one of those patients, suffered the effects of mercury poisoning 

for the rest of life, often making her miserable and unable to do the things she was able to 

do so easily before. 

 As she had always done, Louisa put her experiences into writing.  She wrote 

down many of her experiences from her stint as a nurse in letters which she sent to her 

family and to others and which she added to after she had recovered some from the 

Fever.  She was eventually “persuaded to publish” some of these in the newspaper; “they 

attracted great attention, and first made her widely and favorably known to a higher 

public than that which had read her stories” (Cheney 138).  According to Cheney, the 

“letters were published by James Redpath in book form, and Miss Alcott received $200” 

(138-9).  Alcott continued to write about her experiences and although “hastily written, 

and with little regard to literary execution, [. . .] they [were] fresh and original, and, still 

more, they [were] true, and they appeared at just the time the public wanted them” 
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(Cheney 139).  She continued to write these Civil War stories based on her experiences 

and people continued to buy them “faster than they could be supplied” (Cheney 150). 

 These stories and letters were eventually transformed into Hospital Sketches 

which was published in 1863.  In October 1863, Alcott revised and rewrote Moods again.  

In contrast to her prior attempts at publishing, she was now a recognized and relatively 

popular author because of her successful Civil War stories and the publication of 

Hospital Sketches.  As she wrote in her journal from October 1863,  

If there was ever an astonished young woman, it is myself; for things have 
gone on so swimmingly of late I don’t know who I am.  A year ago I had 
no publisher, and went begging with my wares; now three have asked me 
for something, several papers are ready to print my contributions, and F. 
B. S. says ‘any publisher this side of Baltimore would be glad to get a 
book.’  There is a sudden hoist for a meek and lowly scribbler, who was 
told to ‘stick to her teaching,’ and never had a literary friend to lend a 
helping hand!  Fifteen years of hard grubbing may be coming to 
something after all; and I may yet ‘pay all the debts, fix the house, send 
May to Italy, and keep the old folks cosey,’ as I’ve said I would so long, 
yet so hopelessly. (Cheney 154) 
 

In February 1864, one of Alcott’s publishers, Redpath, came to get Moods, “promising to 

have it out by May” (Cheney 156).  However, the next day she received a telegraph 

saying it was too long and asking her to “cut the book down about half” (Cheney 156).  

She refused, “having shortened it all it would bear,” but as she writes in her journal, she 

took her “‘opus’ and posted home again, promising to try and finish [her] shorter book in 

a month” (Cheney 156).  Although she was going from publisher to publisher trying to 

get Moods published and receiving much praise for it in the process, no one was willing 

to actually publish it (Cheney 157).  In April 1864 she writes in her journal of having sent 

it to another publisher, only to be turned away because “they had so many books on hand 
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that they could do nothing about it now” (Cheney 158).  Despite the many 

disappointments and frustrations relating to this book, Alcott was not ready to give up.  

As she also wrote in her journal in April 1864 after being turned down once again by a 

publisher, “so I put it back on the shelf, and set about my other work.  Don’t despair 

‘Moods,’ we’ll try again by and by!” (Cheney 158). 

 Despite all the setbacks with Moods, Alcott was starting to become famous as the 

result of Hospital Sketches and the Civil War stories and letters which had preceded it.  

From her June 1864 journal, Alcott writes,  

To town with Father on the 3d to a Fraternity Festival to which we were 
invited.  Had a fine time, and was amazed to find my ‘ ‘umble’ self made a 
lion of, set up among the great ones, stared at, waited upon, 
complimented, and made to hold a ‘layvee’ whether I would or no; for Mr. 
S. kept bringing up people to be introduced till I was tired of shaking 
hands and hearing the words ‘Hospital Sketches’ uttered in every tone of 
interest, admiration, and respect. (Cheney 159)   
 

Later in her life, after she truly does become famous, Alcott often detested being treated 

as a famous person and at times would try to disguise herself to avoid having to deal with 

her faithful followers.  She did not dislike her readers; instead, she disliked being in the 

spotlight and disliked her readers telling her what her storylines should be.  In some 

instances, she did have to cave to reader pressure in terms of storylines, as she does when 

she marries Jo off in Little Women but in general, she sticks with her principles and 

avoids fame whenever possible, as she does when she once answered the door to her own 

home to find a follower requesting Ms. Alcott to which she quickly responded that Ms. 

Alcott was not home, letting the reader believe that she was a servant.  This dislike for 

fame came early in her career and it appears in the journal entry from June 1864 in which 
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she was introduced to numerous readers of Hospital Sketches.  As she writes, “I liked it, 

but think a small dose quite as much as is good for me; for after sitting in a corner and 

grubbing á la Cinderella, it rather turns one’s head to be taken out and be treated like a 

princess all of a sudden” (Cheney 159).    

 The primary objection to Moods by most of the publishers was that it was too 

long to print and to be expected to sell well.  In September 1864, Caroline Dall, a literary 

friend of the family, read Moods and proclaimed that “‘no American author had showed 

so much promise; that the plan was admirable; the execution unequal, but often 

magnificent; that [Alcott] had a great field before [her], and [her] book must be got out’” 

(Cheney 160, Elbert, “Introduction” xxi).  According to Helen R. Deese in her article, 

“‘Louisa May Alcott’s Moods’: A New Archival Discovery,” Dall “had had ‘experience 

with publishers,’ and Alcott considered her to be ‘a good business woman & an excellent 

critic’” (440).  Dall was also one of the “first women to speak from a public platform in 

Boston” and “had published four books and was one of the leading figures in the early 

women’s movement” (Deese 440).  Following Dall’s review of the book, it was again 

sent to a publisher and again rejected because of its length and again tossed aside “into 

the spidery little cupboard where it had so often returned after fruitless trips” (Cheney 

160).  Alcott had begun to write her next novel, Work, but “in the excited hours of a 

wakeful night, [. . .] thought of a way to curtail the objectionable length of [Moods], and 

she spent a fortnight in remodeling it, – as she then thought improving it greatly, – 

although she afterwards returned to her original version as decidedly the best” (Cheney 

160).  As Alcott wrote in her journal from October 1864, “when it was all rewritten 
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without copying, I found it much improved, though I’d taken out ten chapters, and 

sacrificed many of my favorite things; but being resolved to make it simple, strong, and 

short, I let everything else go, and hoped the book would be better for it” (Cheney 161).  

Finally though, Moods “was brought out, and [Alcott] had the pleasure of presenting the 

first copy to her mother on her [mother’s] sixty-fourth birthday” (Cheney 160).  

According to Deese, Dall “successfully marketed [Moods] to publisher A. K. Loring, read 

the proofs, and, in short, was midwife to its actual publication within three and a half 

months of having first heard of the text” (442-3).     

 Despite all the trouble bringing it out, Moods was well-received.  As Alcott writes 

in her journal from December 1864,  

For a week wherever I went I saw, heard, and talked ‘Moods;’ found 
people laughing or crying over it, and was continually told how well it was 
going, how much it was liked, how fine a thing I’d done.  I was glad but 
not proud, I think, for it has always seemed as if ‘Moods’ grew in spite of 
me, and that I had little to do with it except to put into words the thoughts 
that would not let me rest until I had. (Cheney 163) 

 
As Alcott also wrote in her December 1864 journal, the first edition was soon gone and a 

second ordered and printed.  Even “friends could not get it but had to wait till more were 

ready” (Cheney 163).  As Alcott’s biographer, Ednah D. Cheney points out, “the sale of 

‘Moods’ was at first very rapid; for ‘Hospital Sketches’ had created an interest in the 

author, and welcome recognition came to her from many sources” (163-4).  As a result of 

the sale of Moods, Alcott “received a handsome sum from the copyright and ‘the year 

closed with enough to make her feel free of debt and the family comfortable’” (Cheney 

164). 
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Chapter 2 

Adam Bede and Moods (1864 Edition)1 

  

 Scenes of Clerical Life brought initial fame to George Eliot, as did Hospital 

Sketches for Louisa May Alcott.  Their subsequent works, Adam Bede (1859) and Moods 

(1864), boosted their fame and set the stage for their next novels, Little Women for Alcott 

and The Mill on the Floss and Silas Marner for Eliot, which solidified their names in 

history and began their journeys to tremendous renown.  Adam Bede and Moods were not 

only written very early in both authors’ careers, but they also share many common 

themes and even relatively similar storylines.  Hetty Sorrel, one of the main characters in 

Adam Bede, and Sylvia Yule, the main character in Moods, are both teenage girls lacking 

parental guidance, who both commit serious mistakes in the decisions they must make as 

they come of age, and who both suffer the devastating and disastrous consequences of 

those erroneous decisions.  The differences, however, lie in the fact that Adam Bede is 

based on a difficulty of class statuses while in Moods, the predicament is the result of 

gender biases.   

As Eliot wrote on November 30, 1858, 

The germ of “Adam Bede” was an anecdote told me by my Methodist 
Aunt Samuel (the wife of my Father’s younger brother): an anecdote from 
her own experience.  We were sitting together one afternoon during her 
visit to me at Griffe, probably in 1839 or 40, when it occurred to her to tell 
me how she had visited a condemned criminal, a very ignorant girl who 
had murdered her child and refused to confess – how she had stayed with 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1 While Moods was first published in 1864, Alcott later made significant revisions and republished the 
work in 1882.  However, this chapter will focus on the 1864 version, with discussion of the 1882 version 
coming in Chapter 4 of this dissertation.   
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her praying, through the night and how the poor creature at last broke out 
into tears, and confessed her crime.  My Aunt afterwards went with her in 
the cart to the place of execution, and she described to me the great respect 
with which this ministry of hers was regarded by the official people about 
the gaol.  The story, told by my aunt with great feeling, affected me 
deeply, and I never lost the impression of that afternoon and our talk 
together; but I believe I never mentioned it, through all the intervening 
years, till something prompted me to tell it to George [Lewes] in 
December 1856, when I had begun to write the “Scenes of Clerical Life.”  
He remarked that the scene in the prison would make a fine element in a 
story, and I afterwards began to think of blending this and some other 
recollections of my aunt in one story with some points in my father’s early 
life and character. (Haight, George Eliot Letters 2:502) 
 

From this account told to her by her aunt, George Eliot is said to have created the 

story of Hetty Sorrel, the main character in Adam Bede, a young girl, who like the girl in 

her aunt’s story, is convicted of killing her infant child.  F. R. Leavis, in his “Foreward” 

to Adam Bede also notes another possible influence on the writing of the novel.  Adam 

Bede was published in 1859.  Nathaniel Hawthorne’s The Scarlet Letter, was published in 

1850 and Leavis suggests that Eliot may well have had the storyline of The Scarlet Letter 

on her mind when she wrote Adam Bede.  According to Leavis, 

George Eliot had read The Scarlet Letter when it came out, and (what 
doesn’t surprise us) expressed a great admiration for Hawthorne.  The idea 
that Hawthorne’s influence can be discovered in Adam Bede was 
prompted, as it came to me, by the name Hetty.  Once one thinks of Hester 
Prynne, the effect of the suggestion has its compelling significance, even 
if one is at first inclined to dismiss the echo as mere chance.  The 
treatment of the agonized conscience in Arthur Donnithorne convinces 
one before long that in the treatment of the seduction theme The Scarlet 
Letter has told significantly.  This real affinity (for all the differences of 
temperament and art between the two authors) brings home to one, in fact, 
that the association of the names was more than a chance clue.  One notes, 
further, that Hawthorne’s male sinner is also Arthur – Arthur Dimmesdale 
for George Eliot’s Arthur Donnithorne. (x) 
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Interestingly, not only was George Eliot apparently significantly influenced by 

Hawthorne, but so too was Louisa May Alcott.   

Elizabeth Lennox Keyser in her book, Whispers in the Dark: The Fiction of 

Louisa May Alcott, also makes some interesting connections between The Scarlet Letter 

and Moods, just as Leavis made between The Scarlet Letter and Adam Bede.  While 

Leavis shows that the storyline and names of both the male and female characters in 

Adam Bede match those in The Scarlet Letter, Keyser points out similarities in 

characteristics.  As Keyser explains, in The Scarlet Letter, “Hawthorne went on to 

envision a life for his heroine independent of both husband and lover, a life not unlike the 

one that Faith Dane elects to live.  Although Alcott did not envision such a life for Sylvia, 

Moods – no less than Woman in the Nineteenth Century – demonstrates the need for 

alternatives to muselike wife- and daughterhood” (26).  Sarah Elbert in her book, A 

Hunger for Home: Louisa May Alcott and Little Women, makes a similar comparison, 

writing that 

Alcott uses Sylvia Yule’s life to illustrate what can happen to a young girl 
with little or no experience in the world.  Alcott’s own youth had prepared 
her to understand Sylvia’s limitations, and novelists such as Hawthorne 
and Bronte supplied fictional models for her own narrative.  In both The 
Scarlet Letter and Jane Eyre, women suffer from love partly because they 
know little of life.  Hester Prynne leaves her parental home without any 
preparation for worldly experiences, and Jane Eyre has only a charity 
school education and a cold outcast life to prepare her for romantic 
ventures. (104) 
 

Even Alcott, in the novel itself, blatantly compares Sylvia to Hawthorne’s The Scarlet 

Letter when she writes, “as Hester Prynne seemed to see some trace of her own sin in 

every bosom, by the glare of the Scarlet Letter burning on her own; so Sylvia, living in 
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the shadow of a household grief, found herself detecting various phases of her own 

experience in others” (Alcott, Moods 190).  As Keyser states, this reference by Alcott “to 

Hawthorne’s adulteress allies Sylvia with passionate heroines, the great female ‘sinners’ 

of male-authored tragedy and melodrama” (26) and thus brings to light the idea of Sylvia 

not only being a victim of her own circumstances, but like Hetty Sorrel in Eliot’s Adam 

Bede, also a conniving, although immature and consequently unconscious, player in her 

own downfall. 

For Alcott, the connection to Hawthorne was much more personal, as Hawthorne 

was both close family friend and next door neighbor for many years.  In addition, other 

close family friends and neighbors also play prominent roles in Moods.  The character of 

Adam Warwick is largely based on Henry David Thoreau, while Ralph Waldo Emerson 

influenced the character of Geoffrey Moor.  In his article, “Little Woman: The devilish, 

dutiful daughter Louis May Alcott,” John Matteson writes that “Emerson appears in 

Moods as Geoffrey Moor, a serene and cordial man to whom ‘no hint of night or nature 

[is] without its charm and its significance.’  Thoreau also turns up in Moods in the guise 

of Adam Warwick, a ‘violently virtuous’ soul who ‘always take[s] the shortest way, no 

matter how rough it is’” (53).  In many ways, Alcott idolized both Thoreau and Emerson.  

As Sarah Elbert tells us, “Louisa developed attractions for her own ‘older men’ [. . .] 

above all for Thoreau and Emerson.  They were safe objects for her adolescent fantasies, 

and later the father-lovers of her fiction” (Hunger for Home 76).  More directly, Elbert 

compares Thoreau to Warwick when she writes, “Thoreau had said that ‘the mass of men 

lead lives of quiet desperation.’  Like Adam Warwick in Louisa’s Moods, he wanted men 
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to submit solely to the control of higher principles, to obey no commandment above 

nature’s dictum that each living being be true to itself” (Hunger for Home 122). 

Alcott idolized both Thoreau and Emerson and this created a relationship triangle 

comparable to those we see in both Moods and Adam Bede.  In Moods, the story begins 

by telling us of Warwick’s fiancé, Ottila.  Warwick then becomes involved with Sylvia 

and it is his relationship with Ottila which leads Sylvia to believe that Warwick is already 

taken and the reason why she ends up marrying Moor instead.  In addition, there is the 

most obvious triangle, that between Sylvia, Warwick, and Moor.  In Adam Bede, there is 

an uncannily similar relationship triangle, that between Hetty, Adam, and Arthur.  In both 

of these two latter triangles, the female character must choose between two potential male 

suitors.  For both it is the choice of suitor which creates the stories behind the two novels.  

Sylvia chooses Moor when she should have chosen Warwick; Hetty chooses Arthur when 

she should have chosen Adam.  By choosing Moor and Arthur, both main characters end 

up having to seek desperate measures to resolve their conflicts, conflicts which ultimately 

mean death for both of them.  Had they instead chosen Warwick and Adam Bede, both 

Sylvia and Hetty could have had happy, long, and productive lives. 

 

Class 

 Many of Eliot’s novels involve class status dilemmas and Adam Bede is no 

exception.  During the nineteenth-century, class structures were often impenetrable, as 

Alexis de Tocqueville points out in his second volume of Democracy in America:  

“Among aristocratic nations birth and fortune frequently make two such different beings 
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of man and woman that they can never be united to each other.  Their passions draw them 

together, but the condition of society and the notions suggested by it prevent them from 

contracting a permanent and ostensible tie” (205).  Furthermore, according to 

Tocqueville,  

When a man and woman are bent upon marriage in spite of the differences 
of an aristocratic state of society, the difficulties to be overcome are 
enormous.  Having broken or relaxed the bonds of filial obedience, they 
have then to emancipate themselves by a final effort from the sway of 
custom and the tyranny of opinion; and when at length they have 
succeeded in this arduous task, they stand estranged from their natural 
friends and kinsmen.  The prejudice they have crossed separates them 
from all and places them in a situation that soon breaks their courage and 
sours their hearts. (206-7) 
 

The difficulties of marrying across class lines were complex in America, but in Britain, it 

was sometimes next to impossible, especially when the man and woman were from 

entirely different class statuses as are Hetty Sorrel and Arthur Donnithorne in Adam 

Bede. 

 The genteel Captain Arthur Donnithorne comes from an extremely wealthy and 

“ancient family” (Eliot, Adam Bede 12) while Hetty, a teenage orphan, has been taken in 

by her aunt and uncle, Martin and Rachel Poyser, a working class couple, living in the 

country and running a dairy.  Hetty’s place in the family often more closely resembles a 

hired servant than a niece, particularly in relation to Mrs. Poyser who clearly has 

difficulty treating Hetty as a daughter-like figure but instead would rather use Hetty as 

someone to do dairy and household duties and to help with the younger Poyser children.  

Despite her extremely modest upbringing and her current situation in the Poyser 

household, Hetty dreams of a life beyond her means while reveling in her own beauty,  
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often [taking] the opportunity, when her aunt’s back was turned, of 
looking at the pleasing reflection of herself in those polished surfaces, for 
the oak table was usually turned up like a screen, and was more for 
ornament than for use; and she could see herself sometimes in the great 
round pewter dishes that were ranged on the shelves above the long deal 
dinner-table, or in the hobs of the grate, which always shone like jasper. 
(Eliot, Adam Bede 74-5) 
 

Hetty’s beauty does attract attention, especially that of Arthur Donnithorne.  Likewise, 

Hetty is equally enamored by Captain Donnithorne and is often caught up in thoughts of 

the “bright, admiring glances from a handsome young gentleman with white hands, a 

gold chain, occasional regimentals, and wealth and grandeur immeasurable” (Eliot, Adam 

Bede 99).  However, the extremely significant differences in class status between Hetty 

and Arthur make a match impossible.    

Nevertheless, both Arthur and Hetty are so captivated by each other that reality is 

often forgotten.  As Arthur claims, “it made no difference to him what sort of English she 

spoke; and even if hoops and powder had been in fashion, he would very likely not have 

been sensible just then that Hetty wanted those signs of high breeding” (Eliot, Adam Bede 

137).  As Suzanne Romaine writes in Language in Society: An Introduction to 

Sociolinguistics, “it has been known for some time that differences in language are tied to 

social class” (64) and “the rise of urbanization is connected with an increase in social 

stratification which is reflected in linguistic variation” (65).  Here, Eliot seems to be 

using language and fashion to show how irreconcilable the differences are between Hetty 

and Arthur.  Even though those differences are at times invisible to Hetty and Arthur, the 

rest of the world cannot see past them.  As Joan Perkin in Women and Marriage in 

Nineteenth-Century England explains, “although marriage à la mode for the English 
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upper classes in the nineteenth century was amazingly open and tolerant, it was also a 

very serious matter” (50).  According to Perkin,  

property in land and large sums of money were usually involved. The 
desire and the need for legitimate heirs was a powerful consideration, 
affecting people’s deepest-held wishes.  Alliances with other powerful 
families could be forged through marriage ties.  Social status could be 
enhanced.  Patronage for jobs affecting the whole family could be 
produced through the influence which property exerted. (50) 
 

It is no wonder then that Arthur knew he could not pursue a relationship with Hetty, 

regardless of his desires.  Hetty seems to know this too, although at times this does seem 

debatable.  Regardless though, both she and Arthur fall victim to their desires and the 

result is an unplanned pregnancy out of wedlock.   

Although Arthur knows that the class differences make a relationship impossible 

and that he is only attracted to Hetty because of her beauty, he still purposely places 

himself in the woods where he knows Hetty will be passing, and by doing so, Arthur 

assures himself a private visit with her.  He tells himself that the chance meeting is in an 

effort “to get rid of the whole thing from his mind,” but that is, of course, not at all what 

happens (Eliot, Adam Bede 133-4).  Instead, Arthur, so caught up in the presence of 

Hetty, convinces himself that the class and social differences are entirely inconsequential.  

Realizing that he has fallen victim to temptation, Arthur resolves not to see Hetty again 

but quickly changes his mind, convincing himself that she must also be thinking of him 

and that “he would like to satisfy his soul for a day” and thus “must see her again – he 

must see her, simply to remove any false impression from her mind about his manner to 

her” (Eliot, Adam Bede 139).   

Regardless of their understanding that their behavior to one another is 
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inappropriate, Hetty and Arthur continue to see each other over the next few weeks, 

eventually culminating one day with Hetty and Arthur, “standing opposite to each other, 

with clasped hands about to part; [. . .] bending to kiss” (Eliot, Adam Bede 310).  Adam 

Bede, a young man of the working class, just like Hetty, witnesses this encounter and is 

infuriated by it because he is fully aware of the impossibilities of a true relationship 

between Hetty and Arthur.  Furthermore, Hetty and Adam would make a reasonable and 

expected match and, as such, Adam has set his sights on her and thus is enraged when he 

realizes that he has competition, competition from Arthur, someone whom he should 

never have had competition from due to the class differences.  As a result, a fight ensues 

between Arthur and Adam and Arthur is nearly killed.  Based on various clues at this 

point in the novel, including Adam’s surprise that Arthur’s “old Hermitage” is not only 

furnished but shows “all the signs of frequent habitation” (Eliot, Adam Bede 318) and 

particularly Arthur’s search for the “woman’s little, pink, silk neckerchief” and the 

disposal of it first into “his pocket, and then, on a second thought, [. . .] deep down into a 

waste-paper basket” (Eliot, Adam Bede 319), it can be assumed that the conception of the 

unplanned pregnancy had likely just occurred and Adam’s witness was to the parting kiss 

after the event. 

 Had Hetty and Arthur been of the same class status, an unplanned pregnancy out 

of wedlock probably would have meant little.  According to P. E. H. Hair in the article, 

“Bridal Pregnancy in Earlier Rural England further explained,” research and 

investigations into marriage records and baptism records in various parishes in England 

ranging from the sixteenth through the nineteenth century show anywhere from one-sixth 
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to at least more than half of all brides were pregnant at the time of marriage.  As Hair 

explains, due to the small sample sizes of some of the records and the inconsistencies in 

record keeping, it is hard to determine the exact number.  Nonetheless, it can generally be 

surmised that the statistics suggest that “the incidence was higher in the later than in the 

earlier centuries” (Hair 59), and thus, pregnancy before marriage was not at all 

uncommon in England during the nineteenth century and in most cases, simply resulted 

in a quick marriage, certainly not the disastrous event it ends up being for Hetty Sorrel 

and her baby in Adam Bede. 

 Assuming Hetty and Arthur had been of the same social class, the two could have 

married, had the baby, and continued on as if nothing unplanned had ever happened.  

Instead, Hetty is faced with the predicament of finding herself pregnant and engaged to 

Adam, who is not the father of the baby and is entirely oblivious to the fact that there is 

even going to be a baby, while the father of the baby, Arthur, is away on military duties.  

In her effort to remedy the situation, Hetty escapes Hall Farm under the pretense of 

wedding shopping in another town, only to instead run away completely, apparently 

unsure of whether she should kill herself or go find Arthur with the hope that he might 

have a better solution.  It seems Hetty still clings to the delusion that if she could only 

find Arthur, he might marry her and all would be good.  Of course marriage for Hetty and 

Arthur is out of the question considering their staggeringly different backgrounds and 

family situations but regardless, she cannot locate Arthur and when she does, she learns 

he is in Ireland and consequently, far out of her reach.  Knowing that she must continue 

to face the problem alone, Hetty continues to contemplate suicide but is never able to 
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follow through with it.  And, before she has the chance to bolster her courage and try 

again, she gives birth to the baby, presumably much sooner than she was anticipating, as 

the text seems to suggest on multiple occasions that the baby was premature.2 

Hetty is now faced with a new dilemma, and a new solution.  Before, she was just 

alone, pregnant, and not wearing a wedding ring, as one of the women who helps her on 

her journey aptly takes notice of.  Now, Hetty not only has herself to care for but also a 

child and absolutely no resources or hope of being able to find any.  The new situation 

also gives her options she did not have before.  Prior to the birth, she and the child were 

one so the only way to go about getting rid of the child was to get rid of herself by way of 

suicide, something that despite her best efforts, she had not been able to do.  Now that the 

baby has been born, they are two separate entities and it seems that for an instant Hetty 

realizes that her problems could be solved by disposing of the infant and resuming her 

normal life.  Unmarried and pregnant with the child of a man whom she could never 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
2 Along with other allusions throughout the text, during Hetty’s trial it is mentioned that it has been eight 
months since Adam caught Hetty and Arthur together (Eliot, Adam Bede 488).  Although intimate details 
are never revealed in the story, one might assume that the conception date occurs around this same time.  
Since the trial is already well underway at this point and the supposed conception date was most likely not 
more than eight months ago, it can be surmised that the baby was born quite prematurely, although in 
Eliot’s text, quite alive and viable.  As Harriet Adams claims in her article, “Rough Justice: Prematurity 
and Child-Murder in George Eliot’s Adam Bede,” reviews object “to George Eliot’s ‘dating and discussing 
the several stages that precede the birth of the child’” but that even so, “critics then and now, however, 
have overlooked the fact that this ‘dating’ emphasizes insistently that the foetus is born nearly three months 
premature.  Due in mid-May, it is born in mid-February, surely non-viable in 1800 when the birth takes 
place” (62).  W. J. Harvey claims in “The Treatment of Time in Adam Bede,” that the baby was born on the 
evening of February 27 and died on March 1 (303).  Arthur’s birthday feast occurs on July 30 (Eliot, Adam 
Bede 259).  We can assume that the relationship between Hetty and Arthur blossomed after the feast, not 
before it, meaning that the conception date would have been in August, at the earliest.  If conception 
occurred in August, Hetty would only have been at most seven months pregnant when the child is born.  
While it is possible, it is not likely that conception occurred before the birthday feast on July 30.  
Considering all the evidence, it is most likely the baby was born at approximately seven months gestation.  
As Adams writes, “there is no possibility that George Eliot was unacquainted with the facts of pregnancy” 
and thus, she would have known the amount of time needed to create a viable infant.  While the child does 
die, there is no doubt that it was born alive and viable, living, as Harvey suggests, two days before being 
abandoned and succumbing to the elements.  



Texas Tech University, Elizabeth M. Myers, December 2010 

57 

marry, Hetty knew the consequences she would face and rather than face them, she ran 

away.  Now that the child has been born, she has the option of abandoning the child and 

resuming her prior life, presumably without anyone ever knowing the child existed.  

Hetty opts for running away from the truth but in the end, her conscience gets the best of 

her and after abandoning her baby, she returns to the same spot, only to be caught in the 

act by the man who saw her there the day before and the constable whom he has brought 

along with him after finding the deceased infant.  As a result, she is arrested, imprisoned, 

and when she does not immediately confess, tried in court where she is found guilty and 

is sentenced by the judge “‘to be hanged by the neck till you be dead’” (Eliot, Adam Bede 

456).  Although Arthur, through his powers is able to obtain a partial pardon for Hetty so 

that instead of being hanged, her punishment is instead to be transported to America, it is 

crucial to note that while Hetty’s life is ruined, Arthur only has to play the repentant card 

and go into the army as a means of escaping the damage to his reputation.  Unlike Hetty, 

he suffers no lasting or significant consequences. 

   

Gender 

 Hetty and Arthur’s complicity in the sin that results in the out of wedlock 

pregnancy, combined with the fact that Hetty’s conviction is as much or more for that 

original sin which led to the pregnancy as it is for the actual sin of abandoning the child, 

demonstrates the inequality between the genders through the contrast of the punishment, 

or lack thereof, which is received by the two parties.  Had it not been for Arthur’s power, 

Hetty would have been hung for her crime while Arthur, who was equally at fault in the 
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original sin, receives no punishment at all.  Aside from portraying the typical beliefs of 

the time that women were to be blamed for sexual and moral transgressions while men 

were not, Adam Bede relies far more on class issues than gender issues.   

In comparison, gender plays equally as an important role in Alcott’s Moods as 

class plays in Eliot’s Adam Bede.  In Adam Bede, Hetty Sorrel is trapped by society’s 

expectations of marrying along class lines.  As Dror Wahrman tells us in Imagining the 

Middle Class: The Political Representation of Class in Britain, c. 1780-1840, British 

society was “centred around a ‘middle class,’” because most simply put, “during the late 

eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, [. . .] an industrial revolution transformed 

Britain” (1).  However, as Wahrman points out, the idea of Britain being centered on a 

class-based society is actually much more complicated: 

Consider the social process that transformed Britain between, say, the mid 
seventeenth and the mid nineteenth centuries.  One can readily 
acknowledge (and the present argument has no intention to the contrary) 
those long-term aspects of the transformation often associated with 
‘bourgeois’ society that social historians have chronicled in detail: the 
emergence of the anonymous-exchange market, the development of the 
‘bourgeois public sphere’ with its concomitant explosion of printed 
communication, the effects of agricultural improvement, spreading 
commercialization, accelerating urbanization and gradual industrialization. 
(6-7) 
 

Clearly, the history of Britain has much to do with the supreme reliance on class 

structures.   

In contrast, in America, much historical influence can be traced to the Women’s 

Suffrage and reform movements and similar fights for equality amongst all races, creeds, 

and backgrounds.  Although women’s rights were extremely important to many 

American women during the nineteenth-century, including Alcott, something else was 
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also at the forefront of their thoughts.  As Carol Hymowitz and Michaele Weissman write 

in A History of Women in America, of the more than three hundred attendees at the 

Sececa Falls Convention for Women’s Rights held on July 19 and 20, 1848, most of them 

“were women active in the antislavery and temperance movements” (94).  Due to events 

leading up to and the Civil War which occurred relatively soon after this Convention, the 

antislavery movement took precedence.  Many women, like Alcott, joined forces to help 

the war effort and those people who faced even more dire circumstances than did they, 

simply because of a difference in skin color.  Nevertheless, although the daily focus was 

put on the antislavery movement, women’s rights and the inequality between the genders 

was never far from Alcott’s mind, as demonstrated by much of her writing.    

The differences between America and Britain and between the writings of Eliot 

and Alcott then become clear when a historical comparison is made of the factors 

influencing each.  Whereas Britain was clearly a class-based society, America was based 

primarily on gender and race dichotomies with class-based issues being much less 

prevalent and certainly not as concrete as they were considered to be in Britain.  In 

America, the belief has always been that with hard work, you can make yourself into 

whatever you want to be; in Britain, you are only what you are born into.  While Hetty in 

Adam Bede is consumed by a class system representative of her native country, Sylvia in 

Moods, falls victim to the societal expectations of her native country, expectations which 

were primarily related to gender and marriage for women.   

Sarah Elbert, in her “Introduction” to Moods writes that  

as Americans gradually shaped their new culture, the romantic ideal of 
courtship and love collided with an older code of prescribed marital roles 
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for husbands and wives.  In the nineteenth century, men and women 
married for love; the performance of marital roles, however, was dictated 
by duty.  Louisa May Alcott’s fiction, beginning with Moods, (1864), was 
to deal with the troubled marriages that often resulted from this century-
long contradiction.  Romantic love led young men and women to 
appreciate one another’s individuality.  Marriage, on the other hand, 
subsumed true selves to unequal, prescribed, social roles. (xiii) 
 

In her article, “The Cult of True Womanhood, 1820-1860,” Barbara Welter explains that 

marriage was believed to be a necessity to happiness for women during the nineteenth 

century (158).  As a consequence, not marrying or waiting to marry in hopes of finding a 

more desirable match was not typically seen as an option.  Most women of the period felt 

the need to be married as soon as possible to a man whom the rest of society deemed 

appropriate for them.  Instead, many women were raised to believe that if the opportunity 

for marriage arose, they should take it without hesitation.  Alcott’s Moods is based on this 

theory and the implication of it for women.  To put off marriage with the hope that 

someone better might come along is to risk the opportunity of ever marrying, a risk that 

was not acceptable to the majority of women living during the nineteenth century.  

Unwilling to take that risk, many couples found themselves in unhappy marriages, and 

even in some cases, such as in Moods, in truly disastrous marriages with lives ruined or 

ended early.   

In Alcott’s novel, Adam Warwick and 18-year-old Sylvia Yule become attracted 

to each other on a boating excursion.  Sylvia, who had believed that Warwick was 

planning to propose to her, is devastated to learn that Warwick instead has left and is 

engaged to another woman, Ottila.  In her desperation, she marries Geoffrey Moor, a man 

whom she discovers a friendship with but does not love.  When Sylvia’s first choice of a 
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husband, Warwick, fails, she sees no other alternative available, instead quickly 

following her moods into another relationship, with the subsequent marriage to Moor.  

She marries with the belief that she can learn to love him, despite the fact that she knows 

she is still in love with Warwick.  Her plan might have been decently successful if not for 

the fact that Warwick returns, and unaware of Sylvia’s marriage to Moor, and the fact 

that they are on their honeymoon when he finds them, professes his true love to Sylvia 

while explaining to her that his relationship with Ottila is over.  Once Sylvia knows she 

could have married Warwick had she only waited a little longer, she begins to deeply 

regret her decision to marry Moor.  Following societal expectations, she tries to continue 

learning to love Moor but in the end, she finds the effort impossible, and she and Moor 

decide to separate, but not before her distress causes her health to start to fail, eventually 

resulting in her premature death.  

Although Moor seems to be in love with Sylvia and trying to court her from early 

on in the story, it is clear that Sylvia loves Warwick and only desires a friendship with 

Moor; she does not want to be his lover.  But, believing that Warwick has married 

someone else Sylvia easily gives in to Moor and accepts her fate only to find that she 

cannot pretend to love Moor in the way she previously thought she would be able to do.  

Barbara Welter makes an interesting point when she writes about the idea that nineteenth-

century American women were supposed to be “anti-intellectual.”  As Welter explains in 

her article, “Anti-Intellectualism and the American Woman: 1800-1860,” “the more she 

used her heart rather than her mind the more feminine she was.  Anti-intellectualism was 

implicit in the cult which exalted women as creatures who did not use logic or reason, 
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having a surer, purer road to the truth – the high road of the heart” (258).  Sylvia seems to 

have been attempting the life of the anti-intellectual American woman by following her 

moods without the use of logic or reason.  If she had used logic or reason in her decision 

to marry Moor, she could easily have come to the conclusion that her assumption that 

Warwick had married Ottila was not based on definitely known facts but instead was 

based on her assumptions.  While she had been told that Warwick was engaged to another 

woman, she never questioned this engagement or made any attempt to see if this was fact.  

Instead, she jumps to the conclusion that his absence must mean that he has gone to 

marry the other woman.  Rather than wait to see if her assumptions are correct and her 

true love is really gone forever, Sylvia is given an opportunity for marriage and she takes 

it, and by doing so, makes what turns out to be for her, a fatal decision.   

This theme of bad marriages resulting in untimely deaths is a prevalent one in the 

fiction of both Eliot and Alcott.  In 1866 Alcott wrote A Long Fatal Love Chase, one of 

her many sensation texts which was published posthumously.  In it, Rosamond Vivian, 

much like Sylvia in Moods, is desperate for a way to escape her current situation and in 

her effort to find happiness, makes an extremely bad marital decision which ultimately 

results in her new husband, Philip Tempest, killing her.  Likewise, this theme also arises 

in Eliot’s fiction, most obviously in Daniel Deronda in which the main female character 

Gwendolen Harleth marries Henleigh Grandcourt, only to end up in an unhappy marriage 

which results in his suspicious drowning death.  

 As Alcott scholar Sarah Elbert tells us, “Moods is about the other civil war, in 

which conflicts were the inner struggle for modern individuality and the simultaneous 
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battle to win for woman the rights of man.  The battlefields were private homes as well as 

public workplaces, where the rights to own one’s body and to enter the body politic were 

contested” (“Introduction” xxxix).  As Elbert also writes, “conventional fiction in the 

nineteenth century reflected the commonplace belief in a married woman’s exclusive 

dedication to family life and service to her loved ones.  Alcott, in Moods, raised a 

personal and a social question: how could a woman marry and still develop her own 

unique gifts?” (“Introduction” xvi-xvii).  In Moods, Sylvia never does learn to be her own 

person and to develop her own unique qualities and gifts, and most importantly, she never 

learns to become an independent human being.  This is a theme which Alcott pursued 

throughout her writing career.  While Moods shows the disastrous results which can 

occur when that independence is never developed, many of Alcott’s other works 

demonstrate exactly how independence should be developed and how successful women 

can be when that development is attained.   

In the Little Women trilogy, Alcott creates Jo, a head-strong version of Alcott 

herself who refuses to give in to the stereotypical roles for women during the nineteenth 

century.  Similarly, in Work, Alcott’s other adult novel, she develops the character of 

Christie Devon, a young woman who finds her independence and once that independence 

has been achieved, is able to live a life as a happy and productive wife and mother.   In 

Work, Alcott blatantly answers the question raised by Elbert: “how could a woman marry 

and still develop her own unique gifts” (“Introduction” xvii).3   

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
3 This topic is covered in detail in Chapter 4. 
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According to Alcott, a woman cannot allow her entire being to be defined by her 

role as wife and mother.  Instead, she must develop herself and her character and when 

that self and character have been successfully developed, then she can become a 

successful wife and mother, provided that her husband allows her to continue defining 

and developing her own selfhood outside of the strict roles of wife and mother.  The fatal 

error for Sylvia then, is that when heartbroken from her loss of Warwick, she tries 

“heartily to forget herself in others, unconscious that there are times when the duty we 

owe ourselves is greater than that we owe to them” (Alcott, Moods 108).   Sylvia seeks 

solace in trying to please others, in this case Moor, who has proposed on multiple 

occasions, all while completely forgetting her own true desires.  If Sylvia had had the 

same determination to establish her independence as Christie Devon or Jo March has, she 

would have been a happy woman, even if she had ended up married to Moor in the end.  

Instead, she builds her entire self-concept around her role as wife and what she naively 

believes to be love, and as a result, she never develops her own independence or self.  As 

Keyser notes, “sequestered from and denied meaningful work in the world, Sylvia 

innocently conceives a passion that, after her marriage to another leads her to the verge of 

adultery” (15).   

Sylvia also falls victim to the notion that too often in courtship and marriage, men 

have the choice while women do not.  Since it is traditionally the male’s role to court the 

female, the female is left to select from the options given her instead of having the entire 

population to select from as the male has.  Sylvia selects Warwick and the match would 

likely have been successful had Warwick not abruptly left without telling Sylvia where 
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he was going and why.  Although Sylvia would like to marry Warwick, without a 

proposal from him, she is powerless to do so.  Believing that Warwick is no longer an 

option, Sylvia chooses from the alternatives she has left.  Although Sylvia convinces 

herself it will work and settles for Moor, the longing for Warwick never subsides, instead 

only creating a barrier to her ability to love her new husband, Moor.   

Gender bias also plays a large role in the tragedies in Adam Bede, as well.  As in 

Moods where males and females are placed in the same conundrum but the males always 

have more opportunities and options than the females, the same is particularly true in 

Adam Bede.  Arthur Donnithorne and Hetty Sorrel both commit the exact same sin; in 

fact, it was a sin which both participated in equally with neither party being more at fault 

than the other.  However, the outcome is nonetheless entirely different for the two parties.  

Hetty knows her reputation has been ruined and in an effort to save some semblance of it, 

she runs away, thinking that suicide is better than admitting to her friends and family that 

she is pregnant with Arthur’s child.  Furthermore, it is Hetty who must bear all of the 

consequences of the sin and who is faced with making all of the decisions as Arthur is far 

away and until after the fact, completely oblivious to the situation.  Alone and scared, 

Hetty eventually becomes, as Sandra M. Gilbert and Susan Gubar describe her in The 

Madwoman in the Attic: The Woman Writer and the Nineteenth-Century Literary 

Imagination, a “sorrow-crazed madwoman” (496), making decisions which she comes to 

regret and which ultimately end in her being convicted for the murder of her baby.  

Arthur, on the other hand, receives no blame for his part, and is only troubled so far as to 

obtain a pardon for Hetty in order to save her from being hanged.  In fact, Arthur faces no 
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more consequences than does Adam Bede and the rest of Hetty’s family.  For Arthur, 

Adam, and the Poysers, the shame of simply being associated with Hetty takes such a toll 

on their reputations that it drives or nearly drives them all from town.  Nevertheless, 

compared to the repercussions Hetty faces, the price the others face is nothing.  Even 

Adam, despite the fact that he blamed Arthur for doing this to Hetty from the very 

beginning, decides that he was too harsh on Arthur, instead placing the blame directly on 

Hetty.  As Adam tells Arthur after the trial is over,  

‘I’ve been a bit hard t’ everybody but her.  I felt as if nobody pitied her 
enough – her suffering cut into me so; and when I thought the folks at the 
Farm were too hard with her, I said I’d never be hard to anybody myself 
again.  But feeling overmuch about her has perhaps made me unfair to 
you.  I’ve known what it is in my life to repent and feel it’s too late.  I felt 
I’d been too harsh to my father when he was gone from me – I feel it now, 
when I think of him.  I’ve no right to be hard towards them as have done 
wrong and repent.’ (Eliot, Adam Bede 490) 
 

 Adam claims that he forgives Arthur because Arthur has supposedly repented.  

But, so too did Hetty, to Dinah, the Methodist preacher who came to visit her in prison 

and Dinah reports this fact to Adam.  Like the real life version with George Eliot’s aunt, 

Hetty tells Dinah everything and asks for forgiveness at the end of her story, saying 

“‘Dinah, do you think God will take away that crying [the crying Hetty remembers from 

the baby] and the place in the wood, now I’ve told everything?’” (Eliot, Adam Bede 475) 

to which Dinah simply responds, “‘Let us pray, poor sinner.  Let us fall on our knees 

again, and pray to the God of all mercy’” (Eliot, Adam Bede 475).  Although Dinah 

seems to accept Hetty’s repentance and Dinah and Adam later marry and have a family, 

Adam does not seem to be able to find the same forgiveness in his heart for Hetty.  

Nevertheless, he has no trouble finding it for Arthur. 
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 Adam seems to be saying that while he can forgive Arthur for what he did to 

Hetty, he cannot forgive Hetty for killing the baby because the baby was entirely 

innocent.  But, while Hetty did have her faults, Arthur is largely to blame for encouraging 

her foolish dreams and desires and for eliciting the behavior he did from her.  If Arthur 

had not encouraged Hetty’s behavior and sought every opportunity possible to be alone 

with her, Hetty would not have gotten pregnant and none of this would ever have 

happened.  It does happen though, and all of the blame is placed squarely on Hetty even 

though, as she admits to Dinah, she did not actually kill the baby but instead, after seeing 

a better alternative, had much higher hopes for her child.  As she tells Dinah,  

‘I came to a place where there was lots of chips and turf, and I sat down on 
the trunk of a tree to think what I should do.  And all of a sudden I saw a 
hole under the nut-tree, like a little grave.  And it darted into me like 
lightning – I’d lay the baby there and cover it with the grass and the chips.  
I couldn’t kill it any other way.  And I’d done it in a minute; and, oh, it 
cried so, Dinah – I couldn’t cover it quite up – I thought perhaps 
somebody ‘ud come and take care of it, and then it wouldn’t die.  And I 
made haste out of the wood, but I could hear it crying all the while; and 
when I got out into the fields, it was as if I was held fast – I couldn’t go 
away, for all I wanted so to go.  And I sat against the haystack to watch if 
anybody ‘ud come.  I was very hungry, and I’d only a bit of bread left, but 
I couldn’t go away.  And after ever such a while – hours and hours – the 
man came – him in a smock-frock, and he looked at me so, I was 
frightened, and I made haste and went on.’ (Eliot, Adam Bede 473-4) 

 
 As with her many failed suicide attempts, Hetty sees a spur of the moment 

opportunity presented to her, but as with those suicide attempts, Hetty is not able to 

follow through with killing the child.  Instead, she finds hope in the thought that someone 

could find her baby and take it home and care for it.  When the man comes along it seems 

as if her hope may come to fruition.  But, before she has the chance to see it followed 

through she loses her courage and runs because she fears that even though he may find 
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the baby and take it home, which would be the desired outcome, as she tells Dinah, “‘I 

thought that man in the smock-frock ‘ud see me and know I put the baby there’” (Eliot, 

Adam Bede 474).  In an effort to conceal her own identity and thus protect herself, Hetty 

ends up abandoning her child.  By the time she realizes her plan has not worked out as 

she anticipated and returns to the spot, it is too late, the abandonment has resulted in 

death for the infant left exposed to the elements and void of all care and comfort.  As she 

says to Dinah,  

‘when I’d put it there, I thought I should like somebody to find it and save 
it from dying; but when I saw it was gone, I was struck like a stone, with 
fear.  I never thought o’ stirring, I felt so weak.  I knew I couldn’t run 
away, and everybody as saw me ‘ud know about the baby.  My heart went 
to stone.  I couldn’t wish or try for anything; it seemed like as if I should 
stay there forever, and nothing ‘ud ever change.  But they came and took 
me away.’ (Eliot, Adam Bede 475) 
 

Although Hetty had desired to be rid of the child, after she has had a chance to think 

through her decision, she comes back to claim her baby.  The logical assumption at this 

point is that the man found the baby and took it home and that it is still alive.  Even 

though this was the desired outcome, Hetty goes into a panic believing that her child is 

gone from her.  Her panic and grief are only compounded when she learns that the child 

was found dead and she is now to be charged with child-murder. 

 Both Hetty and Sylvia act on available opportunities without truly considering the 

likely outcomes.  Hetty sees an opportunity to give her child a better life while solving 

her own dilemma of being an unwed mother in nineteenth-century England.  While her 

hopes and expectations are not entirely unfounded, or impossible, they are rather unlikely 

and failure means death.  However, she is unable to see this and instead leaves her baby 
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in the field hoping and believing that everything will work out the way she has planned.  

Instead, the exact opposite happens and the baby dies and she is convicted for child-

murder.  Likewise, Sylvia also has high expectations which do not always translate to 

reality.  She suffers a great disappointment, the loss of Warwick, but she convinces 

herself that all of her problems can be solved through her marriage to Moor, a man whom 

she believes she can learn to love.  It is interesting to note that neither Sylvia nor Hetty 

knew their mothers.  For both, their mothers died when they were still very young and 

thus, they never receive the mothering which might have helped them to become more 

stable young women capable of making better decisions.   

 

Marriage 
 
 During the nineteenth-century, in both America and England, marriage was 

expected for women.  According to Mary Poovey in Uneven Developments: The 

Ideological Work of Gender in Mid-Victorian England, and citing a contemporary writer, 

W. R. Greg, who wrote an essay in 1862, women were supposed to be wives and mothers 

and it was a “problem” if they were unmarried and/or worked (1).  Furthermore, 

according to Greg and many others like him during the time, a woman’s “natural role” 

was to be a wife and mother” (Poovey 1).  As Jessie Bernard explains in Women, Wives, 

Mothers: Values and Options,  

In the past, apologia for the woman’s-place-is-in-the-home ideology rested 
solidly on high-level moral, even theological, grounds.  It was clear that 
God’s design called for women to stay home.  And in the nineteenth 
century world of early industrialization, the woman in the home could 
preserve humane values severely banished from the dog-eat-dog outside 
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world. (121) 
 

Although some liberal feminists fought for and lived a lifestyle outside of the 

expected realm, most women did not, instead accepting it, and all the ideologies that went 

along with it, as their lot in life for being born a woman.  Hetty Sorrel in Adam Bede is so 

preoccupied bemoaning her class status that gender roles do not seem to be her main 

concern.  Despite the fact that she and Arthur both commit the same sin, and could be 

argued to be equal parties in the transgression, Hetty is without a doubt treated and 

punished differently than Arthur.  As the author, Eliot was probably at least in part trying 

to bring this gender inequality to light in hopes that her readers would recognize the 

injustice.  In terms of marriage in Adam Bede, the focus is primarily on class inequality.  

In nineteenth-century England there was very little sway when it came to marrying 

outside of one’s own class.  Eliot, no doubt, was not only commenting on the injustices of 

a system which punished women differently than men, but also on the shortcomings of a 

society which could not see past the class barrier and allow for marriage for love’s sake 

instead of strictly for social and financial reasons.  

 In Alcott’s Moods, the focus is most certainly on marriage, marriage in general, 

and the impact of gender roles and expectations on marriage.  In Moods, Sylvia is 

doomed by the expectations of and treatment of women.  Not only is she expected to 

marry and to act in certain ways but because she is a female and these expectations are 

there for her to live up to, she has been raised in a manner so as to make her weak and 

unable to make rational life-long decisions.  According to Welter, a true woman of the 

nineteenth-century would not marry for money (“Cult of True Womanhood” 171).  
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Marrying for money never seems to cross Sylvia’s mind, much unlike it does for Hetty.  

Nevertheless though, Sylvia is caught up in an ideology equally as destructive.  Sylvia 

instead follows her moods, or as Welter defines it, her heart (“Anti-Intellectualism” 

258),4 without truly considering the lasting-impact or possibilities that could arise as a 

result of her decision. 

 While following one’s own heart is generally a good idea, at least to a point, 

Sylvia makes the mistake of not allowing rational thought into her decision-making 

process.  Instead, she strictly follows her moods.  Her heart led her to Warwick and if all 

had initially worked out with him and she had been able to marry him early in the novel, 

Sylvia’s life would most likely have been a happy one.  However, when that plan does 

not work out, instead of thinking rationally about the situation and giving it time, Sylvia 

just acts.  In her desperation, she marries Moor without ever questioning the rumors she 

has heard, and convinces herself that even though she does not love Moor, she can learn 

to love him, which of course, never happens.  The gender expectations of women to 

marry most certainly play a large role in Sylvia’s unhappiness and eventual death and 

demise.  If Sylvia had not felt the need to “be married” and been raised to believe that she 

was the weaker sex and thus, required to have a man in her life, she might not have made 

the same mistakes.  Instead of waiting until the time is right and she is confident in her 

decision to marry, Sylvia marries, seemingly just for the sake of marrying when she 

becomes caught up in her brother’s engagement and future wedding. 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
4 See discussion earlier in chapter for more about Welter’s ideas about women following their hearts, not 
their heads, during the nineteenth century. 
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The lack of parental guidance is a major contributing factor in the poor decisions 

both Hetty Sorrel and Sylvia Yule make.  Eliot most certainly knew how difficult it was 

to be a young girl without a mother as she essentially was one herself.  Although Eliot’s 

mother did not die until Eliot was sixteen, her mother had been extremely ill most of 

Eliot’s life and thus her relationship and contact with her mother was minimal at best.5  

Likewise, Hetty’s parents are both deceased and Sylvia’s mother died not long after her 

birth.  Alcott, on the other hand, did have a good relationship with her mother, who was 

also a strong role model for her.  Knowing how much her mother meant to her and had 

done for her probably impacted Alcott, who could only have imagined how difficult her 

life might have been without this motherly love and guidance. 

 According to Nancy Anne Marck in her article, “Narrative Trasference and 

Female Narcissism: The Social Message of Adam Bede,” Eliot biographer “Rosemary 

Ashton argues that Eliot wanted to elicit understanding, but not sympathy for Hetty” 

(448-9).  The text of Adam Bede most definitely suggests that while the decisions Hetty 

makes are not those she should have made, Hetty was only reacting to her surroundings 

and circumstances.  Hetty’s only true fault seems to be in her unrealistic hopes and 

dreams.  However, Hetty’s mistakes are largely the result of her circumstances and her 

upbringing and not entirely her own doing.  As Eliot writes about Hetty,  

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
5 Eliot was born on November 22, 1819. Not quite a year-and-a-half later, Eliot’s mother gave birth to twin 
boys on March 16, 1821.  Both boys died within ten days of their birth (Haight, Biography 3) and from this 
point forward, Mrs. Evans was never well (Haight, Biography 6).  When Eliot was five years old she was 
sent away to boarding school.  Mr. Evans visited frequently and while he did bring his daughters home with 
him for occasional weekends and holidays, there is little evidence to suggest much contact or affection 
between the mother and daughter.  As Haight states, “Of her feeling for her mother one can gather little.  
Inferences drawn from the mothers in her novels are dangerous” (Biography 6). 
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There are various orders of beauty, causing men to make fools of 
themselves in various styles, from the desperate to the sheepish; but there 
is one order of beauty which seems made to turn the heads not only of 
men, but of all intelligent mammals, even of women.  It is a beauty like 
that of kittens, or very small downy ducks making gentle rippling noises 
with their soft bills, or babies just beginning to toddle and to engage in 
conscious mischief – a beauty with which you can never be angry, but that 
you feel ready to crush for inability to comprehend the state of mind into 
which it throws you.  Hetty Sorrel’s was that sort of beauty.  Her aunt, 
Mrs. Poyser, who professed to despise all personal attractions and 
intended to be the severest of mentors, continually gazed at Hetty’s 
charms by the sly, fascinated in spite of herself; and after administering 
such a scolding as naturally flowed from her anxiety to do well by her 
husband’s niece – who had no mother of her own to scold her, poor thing! 
– she would often confess to her husband, when they were safe out of 
hearing, that she firmly believed, “the naughtier the little huzzy behaved, 
the prettier she looked.” (Adam Bede 85-6) 
 

While Mrs. Poyser may have had good intentions to bring her niece up well, it 

was obviously much more difficult than she had anticipated.  Furthermore, instead of 

taking Hetty in and raising her as their own daughter, or even as their own niece, which 

she was, Mr. and Mrs. Poyser accepted her into the household in a position which more 

closely resembled that of a servant or domestic help than it did the true bond they shared.  

As a result, while there are attempts at discipline and correction, Hetty is never given the 

guidance needed to grow into a strong, well-adjusted young woman, and she is certainly 

never given the love or affection she needs so badly.  Instead, Hetty learns to use her 

beauty and cunning to her advantage as a means of getting what she wants and needs, 

which in most cases is a relatively easy task for her as the Poysers often find it easier to  

let Hetty have her own way than to stop her.   

The Poysers fail to stop Hetty from using her beauty to her advantage which 

ultimately creates an ideology wherein Hetty comes to believe that her beauty is the 
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solution to many of her problems and the key to all of her hopes and dreams.  As Mariana 

Valverde points out in her article, “The Love of Finery: Fashion and the Fallen Woman in 

Nineteenth-Century Social Discourse,” the love of finery is the notion that lower class 

women love finery as much as their richer counterparts but because they cannot afford it, 

if they do happen to have any fine clothes, there are often moral issues involved, for 

example, prostitution.  In addition, such rich appearances displayed by persons not of the 

class or means to be displaying that sort of finery, is simply deceiving and deceptive.  As 

Valverde notes, “the class anxiety that partly fueled the ‘love for finery’ ideology is 

especially visible in discussions about the dress of female servants” (182).  Hetty most 

certainly fits this profile of the poor working class girl who loves finery and, when 

dressed in borrowed goods, allows herself to pretend and dream in such a manner that is 

simply not beneficial for her.   

While the expectations for Hetty seem to be the same as for any other member of 

the family, Hetty’s background is apparently never far from mind.  After being caught in 

the grove with Arthur, and Arthur being forced by Adam to write the letter to Hetty 

ending the relationship, Hetty asks Mr. Poyser if she can go be a lady’s maid, claiming 

that she likes that sort of work much better than farmwork (Eliot, Adam Bede 352).  Mr. 

Poyser responds to her saying “‘I niver meant you to go to service, my wench; my 

family’s ate their own bread and cheese as fur back as anybody knows,’” and then turns 

to his father, old Martin Poyser and asks, “‘You wouldna like your grandchild to take 

wage?’” to which old Martin replies, “‘Nay,’ [ . . .] ‘But the wench takes arter her 

mother.  I’d hard work t’hould her in, an’ she married i’ spite o’ me – a feller wi’ on’y 
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two head o’ stock when there should ha’ been ten on’s farm – she might well die o’ th’ 

inflammation afore she war thirty’” (Eliot, Adam Bede 353).   As Eliot explains,  

It was seldom the old man[6] made so long a speech, but his son’s question 
had fallen like a bit of dry fuel on the embers of a long unextinguished 
resentment, which had always made the grandfather more indifferent to 
Hetty than to his son’s children.  Her mother’s fortune had been spent by 
that good-for-nought Sorrel, and Hetty had Sorrel’s blood in her veins. 
(Adam Bede 353)  

 
 Sylvia also has similar obstacles stacked against her as well.  As Alcott tells us, 

“Sylvia had never known mother-love, for her life came through death; and the only 

legacy bequeathed her was a slight hold upon existence, a ceaseless craving for affection, 

and the shadow of a tragedy that wrung from the pale lips, that grew cold against her 

baby cheek, the cry, ‘Free at last, thank God for that!’” (Moods 84).  Sylvia “was born 

when the gulf between regretful husband and sad wife was widest” (Alcott, Moods 84) 

and clearly, from Mrs. Yule’s thankful “Free at last,” on her deathbed, the marriage was 

in obvious shambles.  Mr. and Mrs. Yule had “conflicting temperaments,” and in Sylvia, 

the temperaments were “mysteriously blended,” “as if indignant Nature rebelled against 

the outrage done her holiest ties, adverse temperaments gifted the child with the good and 

ill of each” (Alcott, Moods 84).  As Alcott tells us,  

From her father she received pride, intellect, and will; from her mother 
passion, imagination, and the fateful melancholy of a woman defrauded of 
her dearest hope.  These conflicting temperaments, with all their 
aspirations, attributes, and inconsistencies, were woven into a nature fair 
and faulty; ambitious, yet not self-reliant; sensitive, yet not keen-sighted.  
These two masters ruled soul and body, warring against each other, 
making Sylvia an enigma to herself and her life a train of moods. (Moods 
84)     
 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
6 Old Martin Poyser, Hetty’s maternal grandfather. 
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As Sarah Elbert writes, “Sylvia’s temperament might have been ameliorated by 

good mothering or by a suitable period of female adolescence, during which time she 

could have experimented in the real world without danger from male companions” 

(“Introduction” xxviii).  According to Elbert, “Moods sought to change both nature and 

nurture.  Making marriage a choice and not a compulsory duty would facilitate the union 

of true selves and that would, in turn, improve one’s inherited qualities” (“Introduction” 

xxviii).  As another Alcott critic points out, Alcott clearly knew about the realities of 

mismatched mates and the impact it could have on children of those unions.  According 

to Elizabeth Lennox Keyser,  

Alcott needed no literary models to help her connect unequal parents with 
moody offspring.  As a child she witnessed her own parents wage “the old 
war,” and it is probably no coincidence that her terse comment, “Moods 
began early,” follows an entry from eleven-year-old Louisa’s Fruitlands 
journal, written during that war’s most bitter battle.  However, personal 
observations were no doubt reinforced by Margaret Fuller’s impassioned 
plea for egalitarian marriage, parenting, and education.” (16) 

 
The connection between Margaret Fuller and Moods is made, not only because Margaret 

Fuller greatly impacted Alcott’s thoughts on the subject by being a close family friend, 

but also because the drowning death of Warwick within sight of land at the end of the 

novel is ironically similar to the drowning of Margaret Fuller on her return trip from 

Europe in 1850. 

 More pertinent however, this idea of mismatched parents resulting in moody 

offspring which could be remedied by facilitating marriages which brought together the 

“union of true selves” (Elbert, “Introduction” xxviii) brings to mind William Leach’s 
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thesis in True Love and Perfect Union: The Feminist Reform of Sex and Society.  As he 

states,  

This book deals with the nineteenth-century feminist attempt to create a 
more perfect union.  Often at odds with themselves, feminists struggled to 
forge a new, rational union between the sexes, a union based on what they 
often referred to as true love.  They demanded that both sexes have equal 
symmetrical development.  Many of them expanded the concept of 
symmetry to include the social system.  Feminists rallied round the 
principle of no secrets, contending that both sexes needed equal access to 
scientific and sexual truths. [. . .] Feminists championed equal educational 
and economic opportunities for both sexes in the public realm.  Though 
many of them still clung to fashionable sentimental perspectives and were 
caught up in the excitement of a fashionable new world created by mid-
century dry-goods palaces and department stores, most feminists 
demanded equally functional dress in public for both sexes.  Many 
feminists were attached to the romanticism of the pre-Civil War period, 
but, rebelling against their own impulses, they sought to rationalize 
passion and to suppress private fantasy.  They wanted equal rational 
sexual pleasure, true rational love, for both sexes.  Such equality would 
bind, not divide, the sexes. (Leach 3-4) 
  

Alcott was convinced of the belief that couples should be equal and only equal couples 

could find true happiness in marriage and this is evident in her description of Sylvia’s 

nature.  We see the success of such an equal match in Work; 7 in Moods, however, we see 

the devastating consequences of the unequal match. 

Sylvia not only faces challenges because of her own tumultuous dispositions and 

moods, supposedly a result of her parent’s bad match, but she faces further challenges as 

well.  She grows up with her older sister, Prue, being somewhat a mother figure to her but 

never able to fill the job well.  As Alcott writes, though she did her best, Prue “could not 

fill the empty place” and “neither sister understood the other, and each tormented the 

other through her very love.  Prue unconsciously exasperated Sylvia, Sylvia 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
7 This concept of successful marriages based on equality is discussed at length in Chapter 4.	  
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unconsciously shocked Prue, and they hitched along together each trying to do well and 

each taking diametrically opposite measures to effect her purpose” (Moods 84).  Lacking 

a mother-figure, Sylvia only has her father to rely on and his own regrets clearly get in 

the way of his ability to be an effective father.  According to Alcott, “A loveless marriage 

was the price he paid for his ambition; not a costly one, he thought, till time taught him 

that whosoever mars the integrity of his own soul by transgressing the great laws of life, 

even by so much as a hair’s breath, entails upon himself and heirs the inevitable 

retribution which proves their worth and keeps them sacred” (Moods 82).  As a result, 

there rose before Mr. Yule  

two ghosts who sooner or later haunt us all, saying with reproachful 
voices, -- ‘This I might have been,’ and ‘This I am.’  Then he saw the 
failure of his life.  At fifty he found himself poorer than when he made his 
momentous choice; for the years that had given him wealth, position, 
children, had also taken from him youth, self-respect, and many a gift 
whose worth was magnified by loss. [. . .] If ever man received 
punishment for a self-inflicted wrong it was John Yule.  A punishment as 
subtle as the sin; for in the children growing up about him every 
relinquished hope, neglected gift, lost aspiration, seemed to live again; yet 
on each and all was set the direful stamp of imperfection, which made 
them visible illustrations of the great law broken in his youth. (Alcott, 
Moods 83) 

 
Instead, the limited amount of advice Sylvia does receive comes from Faith Dane, 

who, as Keyser terms her, is “a mother surrogate” who “if not a portrait of [Margaret] 

Fuller, embodies her feminist ideas” (14).  According to Keyser, “Faith is too formidable 

a figure to find a mate even among the most liberated” (21-2) because Alcott’s heroes, 

following popular opinion of the time, “are attracted to ‘an overgrown child’ rather than a 

woman like Faith, who has proven that she can ‘stand alone’” (22).  As Keyser explains, 

“both Warwick and Moor, despite their obvious differences, regard Sylvia as a child 
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while desiring her as a woman.  Faith Dane, who represents and speaks for mature 

womanhood, is not the object of desire.  She both lacks the charm of an ingénue and 

expects more from men than does a girl like Sylvia” (21).  Nevertheless, despite never 

marrying “for lack of a suitable partner” (Keyser 18), Faith has quite an opinion on 

marriage and the roles and responsibilities for both sexes.   

Faith sits back quietly and listens as Prue tells the story of the scandalized Helen 

Chesterfield, a young girl who “‘married a Frenchman old enough to be her father, but 

very rich’” because “‘she thought she loved him’” only to find out later that “‘she did not, 

and was miserable’” before beginning to “amuse herself” with another man, ultimately 

running away and “ruining herself for this life, and really I don’t know but for the next 

also’” (Alcott, Moods 145).  Prue, who believes “marriage was more a law than a gospel; 

a law ordained that a pair once yoked should abide by their bargain, be it good or ill, and 

preserve the properties in public no matter how hot a hell their home might be for them 

and for their children” (Alcott, Moods 145-6) thinks the entire Helen Chesterfield scandal 

is “‘disgraceful’” (Alcott, Moods 145).  Sylvia though, disagrees, saying “‘remember she 

was very young, so far away from her mother, with no real friend to warn and help her, 

and love is so sweet.  No wonder she went’” (Alcott, Moods 145).  The irony of the 

similarities between Sylvia’s case and Helen’s is clear and it is interesting to note that 

while Moor seems to have only a limited opinion of the poor girl but does find pity for 

her, Warwick agrees with Sylvia, saying that Helen should have “‘honestly decided what 

she loved, have frankly told the husband the mistake both had made, and demanded her 

liberty.  If the lover was worthy, have openly married him and borne the world’s 
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censures.  If not worthy, have stood alone, an honest woman in God’s eyes, whatever the 

blind world might have thought’” (Alcott, Moods 145).  

Although Sylvia has her own opinions on the subject, she is powerless to act 

without support and guidance from others.  While Sylvia clearly sympathizes with Helen 

and understands her decision perfectly, her thoughts seem to lie only with sympathy and 

compassion, not action.  Warwick is the first to voice his opinion that Helen should have 

escaped from the husband whom she did not love and to either find true love or else live a 

life alone, but the true guidance for Sylvia seems to come from the motherly advice Faith 

gives.  According to Faith, “‘if both find that they do not love, the sooner they part the 

wiser; if one alone makes the discovery the case is sadder still, and harder for either to 

decide’” and  

‘if there be a strong attachment on the husband’s part, and he a man 
worthy of affection and respect, who has given himself confidingly, 
believing himself beloved by the woman he so loves, she should leave no 
effort unmade, no self-denial unexacted, till she has proved beyond all 
doubt that it is impossible to be a true wife.  Then, and not till then, has 
she the right to dissolve the tie that has become a sin, because where no 
love lives inevitable suffering and sorrow enter in, falling not only upon 
guilty parents, but the innocent children who may be given them.’ (Alcott, 
Moods 147) 
 

Faith then becomes the voice of Alcott, who, in a letter discussing Moods written in 1865 

and contained in Joel Myerson, Daniel Shealy, and Madeleine B. Stern’s The Selected 

Letters of Louisa May Alcott, explains,  

‘Self abnegation is a noble thing but I think there is a limit to it; & though 
in a few rare cases it may work well yet half the misery of the world seems 
to come from unmated pairs trying to live their lie decorously to the end,  
& bringing children into the world to inherit the unhappiness & discord 
out of which they were born.  There is discipline enough in the most 
perfect marriage & I dont agree to the doctrine of ‘marry in haste & repent 
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at leisure’ which seems to prevail.  I [h]onor it too much not to want to see 
it all it should be & to try to help others to prepare for it that they may find 
it life’s best lesson not its heaviest burden.’ (108) 
 

The lack of true parent figures and the parental guidance which should have come 

with it impacts both Sylvia and Hetty greatly.  As Sylvia says, “‘I am always allowed to 

do what I wish’” (Alcott, Moods 51).  This is true not only for Sylvia, but also for Hetty, 

if not more so.  Growing up, neither girl ever had anyone put a foot down or teach them 

the true facts and reality of life.  Instead, they are allowed to live in their own delusional 

world which revolves entirely around them and their own desires and wishes.  As a result, 

neither young woman learns to cope or to make sound decisions or choices.  When faced 

with major decisions as they come of age, neither Sylvia nor Hetty has any sense of what 

she should do.  Instead, both simply react to their situations and both make extremely 

detrimental choices which directly end up resulting in miserable and unhappy lives and 

untimely deaths for both.  In reality, both Hetty and Sylvia are only lost young girls in 

need of guidance to help set them straight.  However, neither receives this guidance, nor 

do they receive the love they so desperately need and for both, it ends in a disastrous and 

uncanningly similar fashion.  While Hetty’s life is ended as a result of external factors, 

internally, she suffers greatly from her guilt.  Although Sylvia is not killed by external 

forces, internally she succumbs to herself and her guilt and inability to find happiness due 

to her own decisions. 

 Hetty Sorrel is particularly in need of a reality check, a reality check which she 

never receives because she has no one to give it to her, or to help guide her through her 

difficult situation.  However, she’s simply just far ahead of her time.   A marriage across 
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such varying class lines was never going to happen in nineteen-century England.  If it 

were to happen today, it would simply be another Cinderella story.  In many ways, 

Hetty’s dilemma is voicing the positions for which Eliot stood or wished to stand for but 

could not.  According to Rosemary Ashton in her biography, George Eliot: A Life,  

More than any other novelist – even Dickens – [Eliot] gives imaginative 
expression to the excitement and the pain of being caught up in a society 
in flux.  Her career as a novelist began relatively late, when she was in her 
late thirties.  By that time she had lived an already rich and extraordinary 
life, moving from provincial piety to metropolitan skepticism, [sic] from 
scholarly spinsterhood to stimulating partnership, from sexual frustration 
to sexual fulfillment, from Church-and-State Toryism to liberalism of a 
conservative kind.  When Marian Evans Lewes, as she liked to be known, 
sat down in September 1856 to write fiction under the pseudonym George 
Eliot, she had all those upheavals in her personal life to draw on. (9) 
   

Like Eliot, Alcott was also way ahead of her time in terms of her views of gender 

and class issues.  Both Alcott and Eliot believed that women should not be forced into 

marriage and a dependence on men.  Both also believed and constantly struggled for 

equal rights for women, and both believed that rigid class and racial divisions were 

unfair, although they both very well knew that during their lifetimes, it was a fact of life 

for which there was little to no escaping.  Nevertheless, both liked to push the boundaries 

in various ways and both wrote novels with characters whereby they could exemplify 

their views of how life should or should not be.  As a result, we have Hetty who suffers 

as a result of class boundaries and gender inequality and Sylvia who suffers as a result of 

the poor match and marriage of her parents, as well as gender inequality and 

expectations.  We can only assume that by creating such characters who both come to 

such sad ends, that Alcott and Eliot were making statements regarding the current society 

they lived in, with the hopes of course that their readers would see the problems as well 
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and take up the fight along with them and thereby create a much better and brighter future 

for generations to come.     
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Chapter 3 

The Mill on the Floss and Little Women 

  

 George Eliot’s The Mill on the Floss (1861) and Louisa May Alcott’s Little 

Women (1868-9) were both written at approximately the same point in each author’s 

career.  At the time Little Women and The Mill on the Floss were written, Alcott and Eliot 

were still trying to establish themselves as successful writers.  Each is also a semi-

biographical interpretation of the author’s own life.  In The Mill on the Floss, the 

character of Maggie Tulliver can easily be likened to George Eliot herself.  Likewise, Jo 

March in Little Women is without a doubt, the fictional adaptation of Louisa May Alcott.   

In 1854, Marian Evans traveled to Germany with George Lewes, effectively 

becoming his wife, although the union was not recognized legally and was most certainly 

shunned socially (Haight, Biography 147-8).  Prior to and during her relationship with 

Lewes, Eliot faced significant financial trials.  Of the surviving Evans children, Marian 

was the only one who did not marry early in life and leave the household.  As such, she 

was left not only to care for her father until he died, but also to help support her sister, 

Chrissey, and Chrissey’s family when Chrissey’s husband, Edward Clarke, died, leaving 

her with six children and no real means of supporting or caring for them.  Marian and 

Chrissey’s brother, Isaac, did agree to help Chrissey some financially but it was not 

enough to sustain the large family, and as a result, Marian felt a great need to not only 

earn enough money to support herself, but also to help provide for her sister’s family as 

well.  As Rosemary Ashton tells us in George Eliot: A Life, Eliot was already struggling 
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to support herself at this point as “she was living almost entirely on her half-yearly 

income from her father’s legacy since Chapman was unable to pay her salary” (103).  

This income from her father’s legacy was not enough to support herself without at least 

some additional outside income.  The need to support Chrissey’s family was just another 

added burden for an already struggling Marian Evans. 

 Like Eliot, who found herself working for free due to Chapman’s nearly bankrupt 

business ventures, Alcott too, had a similar experience in which she also worked 

extremely hard only to learn that there was to be virtually no repayment for her duties.  In 

her essay, “How I Went Out to Service (1874),” Alcott tells of her experience working as 

a companion and servant.  According to The Journals of Louisa May Alcott, “for seven 

weeks in 1851 Louisa actually went out to service in Dedham, Massachusetts, digging 

paths through the snow, fetching water from the well, splitting kindling, and sifting 

ashes” (Myerson 16).  Her experience working as a companion ended in frustration and 

disappointment as noted in her journal at the end of that year in which she writes, “‘a 

month’ in Dedham ‘as a servant . . . starved & frozen . . . $4.00’” (Myerson, Journals 

17).  In the slightly fictionalized essay, Alcott writes, 

Of course, the highly respectable relatives held up their hands in holy 
horror at the idea of one of the clan degrading herself by going out to 
service.  Teaching at [sic] a private school was the proper thing for an 
indigent gentlewoman.  Sewing even, if done in the seclusion of home and 
not mentioned in public, could be tolerated.  Story-writing was a genteel 
accomplishment and reflected credit upon the name.  But leaving the 
paternal roof to wash other people’s teacups, nurse other people’s ails, and 
obey other people’s orders for hire – this, this was degradation; and 
headstrong Louisa would disgrace her name forever if she did it. (“How I 
Went Out to Service” 352) 
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 Although Louisa’s respectable maternal relatives scoffed at the idea of Louisa 

working as a companion and cleaning someone else’s house, Louisa saw it as a means to 

provide for her family, as the money was desperately needed.  Although Eliot’s financial 

situation did ease some after she and Lewes effectively became husband and wife, they 

still struggled for many years.  As Haight tells us in George Eliot: A Biography, 

sometimes “they had not even enough food” (218).  As he writes, “once when for 

economy they were lunching on bread and butter only, ‘their landlady, who had had a 

present of game, sent them up some partridges, and after eating it they felt so much better 

that they agreed they could not be having enough to eat’” (Haight, Biography 218).  

Haight also notes how one day Lewes told another man “that in those days ‘we were very 

poor, living in one room, where I had my little table with my microscope making my 

observations, and my wife [Marian] another close at hand where she wrote; we were 

trying to pay off debts’” (Biography 218).  Although Lewes and his lawful wife, Agnes, 

considered themselves divorced, in fact, they were still legally married since Lewes could 

not divorce her since he had registered Agnes’ illegitimate children as his own.  As her 

legal husband, Lewes was still responsible for many of Agnes’ debts (Haight, Biography 

218) and these debts, combined with their own, made life for Lewes and Marian difficult 

during this period of their lives. 

 In her late teens, prior to her experience of going out to service, Alcott began 

writing and publishing what would become known as her blood-and-thunder tales.  Alcott 

not only enjoyed writing these blood-and-thunder stories but as Madeleine Stern writes in 

Louisa May Alcott: From Blood & Thunder to Hearth & Home, these “penny dreadfuls” 
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also paid “as much as two or three dollars a column for a sensation story” (115).  These 

stories “appeared anonymously or pseudonymously over the name of A. M. Barnard 

during the 1860s” and in them, Alcott “vented her feminist convictions while earning 

money for the Alcott Sinking Fund” (Stern 115).  The Alcott family had experienced 

financial setbacks and struggles over the years.  Louisa, along with her older sister, Anna, 

and their mother, often became the primary financial providers as the father of the family, 

Bronson Alcott, preferred to live his philosophical lifestyle and frequently failed to 

consider the financial needs of the family. 

 Abby May Alcott, Louisa’s mother, came from a prominent and well-to-do New 

England family; Bronson Alcott, Louisa’s father, came from a much more modest 

background.  However, not only did Bronson come from a family with limited resources, 

but Bronson himself lacked much aptitude when it came to earning money.  As Cynthia 

Barton explains in Transcendental Wife: The Life of Abigail May Alcott, “throughout his 

life, Bronson’s various failures were due not to idleness but to an excess of innovation 

and idealism” (24).  Although the family had suffered the disastrous effects of Fruitlands 

and many other similarly unsuccessful experiments which wreaked havoc on the family 

financially, Mr. Alcott was still loved and valued by his family.  Nevertheless, Mrs. 

Alcott and her two eldest daughters knew that if the family was to survive financially, the 

burden for doing so was on them.   

While the Alcott women did understand that the financial strains could have been 

avoided or at least ameliorated had Mr. Alcott made different choices, they also knew 

that it was, as Cynthia Barton pointed out, not for a lack of effort or work on his part.  
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Instead, Mr. Alcott simply did not place value in the same things mainstream society did, 

and even the Alcott women agreed that this was not entirely his fault, despite the burden 

it placed on them.  As Louisa summarized in 1854 regarding Mr. Alcott’s adventures, 

“Father doing as well as a philosopher can in a money-loving world” (Cheney 69).  

Louisa May wrote a similar entry in her journal from January 1857.  As she writes, 

“Father came to see me on his way home; little money; had had a good time, and was 

asked to come again.  Why don’t rich people who enjoy his talk pay for it?  Philosophers 

are always poor, and too modest to pass round their own hats” (Cheney 91).   

While her mother and sisters also felt the financial burden, Louisa, being the 

tomboy of the family, and thus feeling herself the man of the house when her father was 

unable to provide, assumed the most burden for the family’s financial stability.  Although 

Louisa enjoyed writing and preferred to earn her living that way, prior to the success of 

Little Women, the money she earned from her writing was not enough to provide, and 

thus, she also sewed, taught, and did other odd jobs to help keep the family afloat.  As 

Cheney wrote of Alcott in 1857 in Louisa May Alcott: Her Life, Letters, and Journals, 

“the writing went on, and she received five; six, or ten dollars apiece for her stories; but 

she did not yet venture to give up the sewing and teaching, which was still the sure 

reliance” (95).  Although it was a struggle, Alcott was determined that she and her family 

would survive financially.  In a letter to her father in 1856, Louisa wrote,  

I am very well and very happy.  Things go smoothly and I think I shall 
come out right, and prove that though an Alcott I can support myself.  I 
like the independent feeling; and though not an easy life, it is a free one, 
and I enjoy it.  I can’t do much with my hands; so I will make a battering-
ram of my head and make a way through this rough-and-tumble world. 
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(Cheney 89) 
      

Interestingly, while Alcott was writing sensation stories and other such short 

fictions during this time prior to Little Women in order to support herself and her family, 

Eliot too was doing something very similar.  Eliot’s primary means of support came from 

her editorial duties and the writing of various columns and literary criticisms for 

publication.  However, during this period immediately prior to the publication of The Mill 

on the Floss, Eliot was also writing short fictions which could be termed sensational 

works in their own right.  While writing The Mill on the Floss, Eliot took a short break 

from the novel to write the short story, “The Lifted Veil.”  As Eliot herself describes it, 

“The Lifted Veil” was “begun ‘one morning at Richmond, as a resource when my head 

was too stupid for more important work’” (Ashton 218).  “The Lifted Veil” is sensational 

in the same way that many of Alcott’s short stories are sensational in character and plot 

development.  Like some of Alcott’s sensation stories, “The Lifted Veil” is also complete 

with a science fiction type experiment which Eliot scholar Rosemary Ashton likens to 

Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein and Robert Louis Stevenson’s Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde 

(219).  During this time between the publication of Adam Bede and The Mill on the Floss, 

Eliot also penned another short story, “Brother Jacob,” which was not published until 

1864.  As Ashton remarks, “like ‘The Lifted Veil,’ it is sardonic and remarkable for the 

complete absence of family or conjugal love between any of the characters” (245).	  

In many ways, this time between Adam Bede and The Mill on the Floss and 

between Moods and Little Women was a defining time for both Eliot and Alcott.  

Although Eliot had begun to experience real fame with Adam Bede and had even had to 
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go so far as nearly revealing her true identity as the author of the novel due to another 

man, Joseph Liggins, claiming authorship of it, looking back on it, we observe that Eliot 

was still at the relative beginning of her career during this time.  While she had 

experienced significant success with Adam Bede, as Eliot scholar Gordon Haight tells us, 

Eliot still had not yet experienced the full spectrum of what was to come after the 

publication of her other extremely successful later publications.  In reference to the 

publication of Adam Bede, Haight notes that the book outsold its expected sales numbers 

repeatedly, requiring multiple versions and printings in order to meet demand (Biography 

279).  As Haight writes,   

There were translations into German, Dutch, Hungarian, French, and 
Russian.  The Russian translation went through three editions in 1859.  
One of them was read by Tolstoy, who placed it among the examples of 
the ‘highest art.’  Adam Bede became a sensational success, taking 
precedence over A Tale of Two Cities and The Virginians.  No book had 
made such an impression since Uncle Tom’s Cabin swept the world.  As 
The Times declared 12 April in a long review filling three full columns, ‘It 
is a first-rate novel, and its author takes rank at once among the masters of 
the art.’ (Biography 279) 
	  

Although Alcott had experienced success in her writing career, she had still not 

experienced the same type of success that Eliot did with Adam Bede.  Nevertheless, 

Alcott’s time was soon to come with the publication of Little Women.  According to 

Madeleine Stern, one of the biggest impacts on Alcott’s writing during this period was 

her experience as a Civil War Nurse and the subsequent publication of Hospital Sketches 

and other related tales.  As Stern writes, 

The step from stories in which the Civil War theme was combined with a 
sensational plot to stories from which melodrama was eliminated and 
simple scenes of the Rebellion delineated in a straight and forthright 
manner was one of the most significant in Louisa Alcott’s career.  She 
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herself perhaps did not realize how important to her future was the laying 
aside of murder, poison, and jealousy for the depiction of ‘A Hospital 
Christmas,’ in which a meager dinner, the arrival of a holiday box, the 
news of a child’s birth, and the death (from natural causes) of a patient 
formed the sole elements of a simple, moving narrative.  Surely the day 
Louisa Alcott thus turned to a realistic portrayal of an everyday war scene 
was as significant for her as the day, some four years later, when she sat 
down to write a girls’ story for Thomas Niles.  For, having once discarded 
the wild, tumultuous impossibilities that had peopled her imagination, she 
was left with little or no plot, and hence with the necessity of expanding 
her characters.  This change from the alloy to the simple, from the “lurid” 
to the true, carrying with it an emphasis upon character instead of 
narrative, may – if one can mark any climacteric in a writer’s life – be 
called the turning point of Louisa Alcott’s career.  She was developing 
now as the literary world was developing, from the strange to the natural, 
from the romantic to the realistic.  She was paving the way for her future 
triumphs.  She was beginning at last to write stories of a more lasting 
nature. (117-8)  

 
 It is also interesting to compare and contrast the settings between the two novels 

and how in a way, each is connected to the authors’ own lives.  Orchard House not only 

existed in real life for Alcott, but was fictionalized by Alcott in such a way that it 

becomes, as it did in real life, an integral part of the story and the family.  Although the 

Laurence house is a “‘mansion of bliss’ as Meg called it” (Alcott, Little Women 52), it is 

lonely and empty.  According to the descriptions, “the piano suffers for want of use” and 

Mr. Laurence is often “shut up in [his] study at the other end of the house” while “Laurie 

is out a great deal” (Alcott, Little Women 53).  In contrast, the Alcott household is 

bustling with life and craziness.  Not only are memories constantly being created at 

Orchard House, but it is also the site of Jo’s authorship and Marmee’s mothering, and the 

site of so many friendships and relationships being developed.  The Laurence mansion 

may be big and beautiful, but for the most part, it is just a house, while the Alcott’s 

Orchard House is a home and a part of the family. 
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 Likewise, in Eliot’s novel, the setting is integral to the plot development.  Just as 

Alcott created a setting in Little Women which harkens back to her own life, complete 

with actual buildings and homes that are true representations of real life, so too does Eliot 

often use settings which are true to life and which she knew well.  This is one of the 

reasons she had such a difficult time disguising her identity under the pseudonym George 

Eliot.  Following the authorship rumors regarding Scenes of Clerical Life, it was 

suggested that Marian Evans might be George Eliot.  As she wrote in a letter to 

Blackwood, “I am very nervous about the preservation of the incognito, for I have reason 

to believe that some rumour of the authorship [. . .] has escaped from a member of my 

own family, who, however, could only speak on suspicion” (Haight, Biography 267).  

Although she did not know who it was, among others, there was some hint that it might 

have been “her tight-lipped brother Isaac at Griff [who] had been struck by the close 

knowledge of Arbury shown in ‘Mr. Gilfil’ and, recalling their roaming about the place 

together in childhood, surmised that it might be from her pen” (Haight, Biography 267).   

As with Maggie’s experience with the gypsies, so much of her stories are 

reminiscent of Eliot’s own life and experiences that it was virtually impossible to not 

elicit suspicion of authorship when her novels were read by those closest to her.  Like 

Maggie, Eliot was the rebel but she still desired to be able to go home and be accepted by 

her family, something that Maggie longs for while with the gypsies (Eliot, Mill on the 

Floss 108).  In addition, like Maggie later on in the book, Eliot was often lonely and 

unhappy, particularly before she met Lewes.  As Eliot writes of Maggie,  

There was no music for her any more – no piano, no harmonized voices, 
no delicious stringed instruments, with their passionate cries of imprisoned 
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spirits sending a strange vibration through her frame.  And of all her 
school-life there was nothing left her now but her little collection of 
school-books, which she turned over with a sickening sense that she knew 
them all, and they were all barren of comfort. (Eliot, Mill on the Floss 
286) 
 

This description must have described how Eliot felt in her small rented rooms living all 

alone, struggling to make a living and to feel accepted, and most of all, longing to be 

accepted by her brother and the family that she was all but estranged from. 	  

 Like Orchard House in Little Women, the Mill in The Mill on the Floss, is 

extremely important in the context of the novel.  Maggie “loved to linger in the great 

spaces of the mill” (Eliot, Mill on the Floss 29) and her love of this place combined with 

the amount of time she spends there truly makes the mill a part of her.  The mill not only 

provides the financial livelihood for the Tulliver family but their entire lives are wrapped 

up in the operation of the mill.  When they lose the mill, they lose a part of their identity 

and of themselves and must somehow attempt to define themselves in a new way.  For 

the Tullivers, this is not a successful transition as is evidenced not only by the collapse of 

the Tulliver family, but by the mill.  As Tom and Maggie drown and sink to the bottom of 

the swollen river, so too does the mill finally collapse. 

 

Class 

 Social class and financial status were not only relevant in Alcott and Eliot’s own 

lives, but both are also major themes in Little Women and The Mill on the Floss.  In Little 

Women, the March girls must juggle upholding their public legacy of coming from a 

historically genteel family with their financial concerns of the present.  They must also 
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learn that not all material desires are necessary and that sometimes the richest people are 

not the happiest.  Likewise, in The Mill on the Floss, pride and reputation are integral to 

Maggie’s self-perception and the ultimate outcome of the novel.  In both novels, there is 

particular emphasis placed on upholding one’s reputation and pride, as well as reputation 

relating to how one is perceived and how that perception relates to self-consciousness.   

In Little Women, the March girls are often afraid that they will be perceived by 

others as being poor and at times they go to great lengths to hide their monetary 

dilemmas, even going so far as trying to pretend they have more money than they really 

have, all in an effort to preserve or enhance their public reputations.  In the novel, Amy, 

the youngest March daughter, remarks that she wishes she “‘had a little of the money 

Laurie spends’” on his horse (Alcott, Little Women 57).  When Meg asks her why, Amy 

responds “‘Why, I owe at least a dozen pickled limes, and I can’t pay them, you know, 

till I have money, for Marmee forbid my having anything charged at the shop’” (Alcott, 

Little Women 57).  As it turns out, limes are all the fashion and Amy simply must have 

some in order to retain her reputation amongst her peers.  As she explains,  

‘Why, you see, the girls are always buying them, and unless you want to 
be thought mean, you must do it, too.  It’s nothing but limes now, for 
every one is sucking them in their desks in school-time, and trading them 
off for pencils, bead-rings, paper dolls, or something else, at recess.  If one 
girl likes another, she gives her a lime; if she’s mad with her, she eats one 
before her face, and don’t offer even a suck.  They treat by turns; and I’ve 
had ever so many, but haven’t returned them, and I ought, for they are 
debts of honor, you know.’ (Alcott, Little Women 57) 
 

Meg does give Amy money to buy limes in order to protect her reputation but pride once 

again takes precedence, and the next day at school, not able to “resist the temptation of 

displaying, with pardonable pride, a moist brown paper parcel, before she consigned it to 
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the inmost recesses of her desk” (Alcott, Little Women 57-8), Amy rouses an enemy who, 

when the opportunity arises, informs their teacher that “Amy March had pickled limes in 

her desk” (Alcott, Little Women 58).  Since their teacher, Mr. Davis, “had declared limes 

a contraband article, and solemnly vowed to publicly ferule the first person who was 

found breaking the law” (Alcott, Little Women 58), Amy must now suffer the humiliating 

consequences of her crime.  Not only does Amy receive lashes to her hand and the 

embarrassing punishment of having to stand on the platform in front of the class until 

recess but she also has to watch in horror as her limes are thrown out the window, “two 

by two” (Alcott, Little Women 59, 60).   

 Alcott uses Amy’s lime experience to teach her young readers a lesson which she 

reiterates repeatedly throughout her fictions.  Marmee, almost always the voice of reason 

and these practical teachings in Little Women, tells Amy when she learns of the disastrous 

day at school, that she is “‘getting to be altogether too conceited and important [. . .] and 

it is quite time you set about correcting it’” (Alcott, Little Women 61).  As Marmee tells 

Amy, “‘You have a good many little gifts and virtues, but there is no need of parading 

them, for conceit spoils the finest genius [. . .] and the great charm of all power is 

modesty’” (Alcott, Little Women 61).  In “Little Women: Alcott’s Civil War,” Judith 

Fetterley writes that “Marmee is the model little woman.  Her first words are an implicit 

reproof to the girls’ self-centered, ‘poor me’ discontent” (371).  Fetterley uses the Civil 

War metaphor to portray the battles the girls must face to overcome their self-centered 

natures.  As she writes,  

The rebels that the girls must fight are clearly identified in these first two 
chapters [of Little Women]: discontent, selfishness, quarrelsomeness, bad 
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temper, thinking too much of worldly things (money, appearance, food).  
The success of their campaign depends on their acquiring one central 
weapon: self control.  They must learn to control the self so as to ensure 
that the self does in fact renounce the self.  ‘Conquer yourself,’ says 
Father, reminding them that their civil war must be fought at home. 
(Fetterley 372) 
 

While maintaining self control and avoiding “discontent, selfishness, 

quarrelsomeness, bad temper, [and] thinking too much of worldly things,” as Fetterley 

notes (372), are all issues Alcott addresses, particularly in her young adult fictions, the 

issue of class and learning to live within one’s own means and being happy living within 

those means encompasses those smaller points of control.  Like Amy, Meg, the oldest 

March daughter, also struggles greatly with these virtues.  Early in the novel, Meg goes to 

“Vanity Fair,” where she spends an entire fortnight visiting Annie Moffat and other 

equally prominent friends.  Although Marmee and the girls had all gone to great lengths 

to make sure Meg had the nicest things possible to take with her, while she is packing and 

getting ready, Meg begins to feel that she and her belongings are not worthy enough as 

she begins to realize that compared to what Annie, Sallie, and the other girls will have, 

they must make her appear quite poor.  As Alcott writes,  

When the evening for the ‘small party’ came, she found that the poplin 
wouldn’t do at all, for the other girls were putting on thin dresses, and 
making themselves very fine indeed; so out came the tarlatan, looking 
older, limper, and shabbier than ever, beside Sallie’s crisp new one.  Meg 
saw the girls glance at it, and then at one another, and her cheeks began to 
burn; for, with all her gentleness, she was very proud.  No one said a word 
about it, but Sallie offered to do her hair, and Annie to tie her sash, and 
Belle, the engaged sister, praised her white arms; but, in the kindness, Meg 
saw only pity for her poverty, and her heart felt very heavy as she stood by 
herself, while the others laughed and chattered, prinked, and flew about 
like gauzy butterflies. (Little Women 73) 
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 Nevertheless, Meg does try to make the most of her situation and enjoy the 

experience as much as possible.  But, when a few nights later the girls offer to dress her 

up in their rich things, she gives in and allows it, despite her better judgment but still 

believing that it will make for an even more enjoyable time.  When Laurie sees her 

dressed up in this way and calls her out on her foolish pride, she is awakened, at least 

partly, to her own material desires.  Although Meg decides she is still going to try to 

make the most of her experience and enjoy herself to the fullest extent possible, she never 

does have the fun she had been hoping to have because she knows that it is not in her to 

live this fake lifestyle nor does she particularly find this type of “fun” as enjoyable as she 

had hoped.  When she returns home she confesses to her mother, saying  

‘I told you they rigged me up, but I didn’t tell you that they powdered, and 
squeezed, and frizzled, and made me look like a fashionplate.  Laurie 
thought I wasn’t proper; I know he did, though he didn’t say so, and one 
man called me ‘a doll.’  I knew it was silly, but they flattered me, and said 
I was a beauty, and quantities of nonsense, so I let them make a fool of 
me.’ (Alcott, Little Women 82-3) 
 

     Although Meg seems to have learned a valuable lesson from this experience, 

after her marriage, she once again makes a similar mistake.  As Alcott writes,  

She knew her husband’s income, and she loved to feel that he trusted her, 
not only with his happiness, but what some men seem to value more, his 
money.  She knew where it was, was free to take what she liked, and all he 
asked was that she should keep account of every penny, pay bills once a 
month, and remember that she was a poor man’s wife.  Till now she had 
done well, been prudent and exact, kept her little account-books neatly, 
and showed them to him monthly, without fear.  But that autumn the 
serpent got into Meg’s paradise, and tempted her, like many a modern 
Eve, not with apples, but with dress. (Little Women 223)   
 

As with her “Vanity Fair” experience before marriage, her comparison of herself to her 

best friend, Sallie, once again results in Meg making a foolish mistake which she quickly 
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regrets.  According to the novel, “Meg didn’t like to be pitied and made to feel poor; it 

irritated her; but she was ashamed to confess it, and now and then she tried to console 

herself by buying something pretty, so that Sallie needn’t think she had to scrimp” 

(Alcott, Little Women 223-4).  Although she always felt guilty about it, since most of the 

purchases were miniscule, “it wasn’t worth worrying about; so the trifles increased 

unconsciously, and in the shopping excursions she was no longer a passive looker-on.  

But the trifles cost more than one would imagine; and when she cast up her accounts at 

the end of the month, the sum total rather scared her” (Alcott, Little Women 224).   

To make matters worse, one day while shopping with Sallie, Meg is tempted 

beyond her control and spends fifty dollars on twenty yards of silk fabric (Alcott, Little 

Women 224, 225).  She immediately regrets her decision and “tries to assuage the pangs 

of remorse by spreading forth the lovely silk” only to discover that “it looked less silvery 

now, didn’t become her, after all, and the words ‘fifty dollars’ seemed stamped like a 

pattern down each breadth” (Alcott, Little Women 224).  When she admits her sin to 

John, he responds, “‘Well, I don’t know that fifty is much for a dress, with all the 

furbelows and quinny-dingles you have to have to finish it off these days’” to which Meg 

has to admit that her indiscretion goes even further than simply having spent fifty dollars 

on a fancy dress but that “‘it isn’t made or trimmed’” yet, but only fabric (Alcott, Little 

Women 225).  Meg not only learns to reduce her discretionary spending habits but that 

night she also “learned to love her husband better for his poverty, because it seemed to 

have made a man of him – giving him the strength and courage to fight his own way – 

and taught him a tender patience with which to bear and comfort the natural longings and 
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failures of those he loved” (Alcott, Little Women 226). This is a lesson which Marmee 

had tried to teach her before; nevertheless, like so many other lessons in the story, it is 

only learned after being experienced firsthand. 

 Upholding one’s reputation is also a major theme in Eliot’s works as well.  In The 

Mill on the Floss there is great concern over how the various characters are perceived by 

others.  Like Alcott’s March family, Eliot’s Tulliver family is also genteel historically but 

financially strained at the outset of the novel.  Although Alcott never goes into details of 

the March family history, we can assume it is similar to the real-life Alcott family in 

which Mrs. Alcott came from a wealthy and prominent family but Mr. Alcott did not.1  In 

Little Women, while there is no mention of grandparents, Aunt March is very wealthy and 

considers herself to be very prominent while the six members of the March family 

readers get to know so well are clearly not privy to the finances of wealthy old Aunt 

March, at least not until after her death.  In The Mill on the Floss Mr. and Mrs. Tulliver 

and their two children, Tom and Maggie are in a position very similar to that of Mr. and 

Mrs. March and their four daughters.  The Tullivers experience significant financial 

difficulties, ultimately finding themselves bankrupt and completely destroyed by the end 

of the novel.  Nevertheless, like the March and real-life Alcott families, the Tullivers 

have wealthy, prominent relatives who constantly remind them of their lower class status.  

Like the Alcotts and Marchs, the Tullivers feel a continuous need to compare themselves 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1 While the March family may be similar to the Alcott family in terms of having one side come from a 
prominent, wealthy background and the other side come from a much more modest background, in the 
novel, the two sides seem to be reversed.  For the real-life Alcott family, the prominent, wealthy 
background came from the maternal side, the Mays.  For the fictional March family, it seems to have come 
from the paternal side as the prominent, wealthy relative is Aunt March, an aunt who carries the paternal 
name rather than the maternal.	  
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to and compete with their wealthy Dodson relatives and unable to do so, they too are left 

feeling somehow less worthy for not being able to live up to these expectations.  In The 

Mill on the Floss, the class strain comes initially from the Dodson family of Mrs. 

Tulliver, indicating the tenacity of class snobbery in Britain.  In Little Women, Aunt 

March criticizes Mr. March’s lackadaisical ways with money, but she does not look down 

upon his family on this basis.  Americans of this era favored ability more than pretensions 

to nobility. 

 According to Gordon Haight, George Eliot’s mother, Christiana had three sisters 

“who are immortalized as the Dodsons in The Mill on the Floss” (Biography 2).  Like Mr. 

and Mrs. Alcott, Eliot’s parents, Mr. and Mrs. Robert Evans, were apparently not of the 

same background as Haight notes that “there is little doubt that Robert Evans was made 

aware that he had raised himself socially by [his] match” to Mrs. Evans (Biography 2).  

In the novel we see the strain from these wealthy relations and their constant reminders 

that Mr. Tulliver, like Mr. Evans, had raised himself by way of his marriage.   As Eliot 

writes, “Mrs. Tulliver was a thorough Dodson, though a mild one” and “she was thankful 

to have been a Dodson and to have one child who took after her own family, at least in 

his features and complexion, in liking salt and in eating beans, which a Tulliver never 

did” (Mill on the Floss 44).  Being a Dodson comes with many nuances and expectations 

which create many issues for Mr. Tulliver who does not feel himself a part of the Dodson 

clan, as well as the Tulliver children.  Maggie, who resembles the Tulliver side, suffers 

constant rebuke and harassment from the Dodson side.  As the novel describes, 

Few wives were more submissive than Mrs. Tulliver on all points 
unconnected with her family relations, but she had been a Miss Dodson, 
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and the Dodsons were a very respectable family indeed – as much looked 
up at as any in their own parish, or the next to it.  The Miss Dodsons had 
always been thought to hold up their heads very high, and no one was 
surprised the two eldest had married so well – not at an early age, for that 
was not the practice of the Dodson family.  There were particular ways of 
doing everything in that family: particular ways of bleaching the linen, of 
making the cowslip wine, curing the hams, and keeping the bottled 
gooseberries; so that no daughter of that house could be indifferent to the 
privilege of having been born a Dodson rather than a Gibson or a Watson. 
[. . .] In short, there was in this family a peculiar tradition as to what was 
the right thing in household management and social demeanour, and the 
only bitter circumstance attending this superiority was a painful inability 
to approve the condiments or the conduct of families ungoverned by the 
Dodson tradition.  (Eliot, Mill on the Floss 43-4) 
 

Being a Dodson clearly comes with certain expectations but for Maggie there are 

many other expectations which must be reckoned with as well.  Maggie desires a 

relationship and possible marriage to Philip Wakem but because of their fathers’ business 

dealing, and her unwillingness to go against her brother’s wishes, this match is made 

impossible.  After the bankruptcy suffered by the Tulliver family, the differences in class 

status alone are enough to prohibit the match, but the fact that Philip’s father is the direct 

cause of the Tulliver family’s downfall makes the match absolutely incomprehensible at 

the time.  If it were not for these business dealings, a match might have been plausible as 

prior to Mr. Wakem winning the irrigation lawsuit for Mr. Pivart, Maggie and Philip 

would have been of relatively the same class status and there probably would have been 

no objections to their marriage.  But, everything is changed by the hatred which results 

between Mr. Wakem and Mr. Tulliver’s business dealings.  The root cause of the entire 

situation is money, which is, of course, at the root of the class status system in England. 

It is interesting to note also that the chapter containing Amy’s lime experience is 

titled, “Amy’s Valley of Humiliation.”  The fourth book in The Mill on the Floss is “The 
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Valley of Humiliation.”  In this fourth book, the financial downfall of the Tullivers 

becomes even more stressed and certain and like Amy, in Little Women, who had to deal 

with a new reality of being poor and accepting it, so too do the Tullivers have to cope 

with these same feelings.  Amy must accept that she cannot impress her friends with her 

possessions while Meg must accept that she cannot always dress to impress the way she 

would like to.  The Tullivers must auction off many of their belongings.  In each of these 

valleys of humiliation, the characters must transition toward acknowledging these new 

realities. 

In virtually all of Alcott’s and Eliot’s works, happiness is most likely to be found 

when money is put aside and people are put first.  When this is not possible, as in The 

Mill on the Floss, the stories tend to end tragically.  In Adam Bede, Hetty’s extreme 

desire to be rich and beautiful leads to the illegitimate pregnancy which ultimately leads 

to the baby’s death, and her imprisonment, exile, and early death.  In The Mill on the 

Floss, the loss of the mill as a source of income for the Tulliver family results in 

complete disaster as the family goes bankrupt and cannot forgive those whom they 

believe have done them wrong.  In both of these novels, the focus is on money and when 

the characters cannot relinquish their desire for money or the things it can buy, their 

actions result in disaster for themselves and/or those around them.   

In contrast to Adam Bede and The Mill on the Floss, Eliot’s Silas Marner (1859) 

which was written between these two other novels, does end happily.  Also unlike the 

other two novels, in Silas Marner, money is put aside and importance is instead placed on 

people and the relationships which can bring happiness to our lives.  Silas, an unhappy 
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miser unsuspectingly finds himself taking on the role of father to Eppie after she wanders 

into his home and takes her place in his heart.  The novel ends with Eppie proclaiming to 

Silas that “‘I think nobody could be happier than we are’” (Eliot, Silas Marner 183).  

Although Eppie’s parentage had been uncertain as no one was willing to claim her after 

she wandered into Marner’s home, it is discovered late in the novel, after Eppie is grown, 

that her real father is Godfrey Cass.  Godfrey and his wife Nancy are rich but have been 

unhappy for years as they have not been able to have children and thus lead a lonely, 

purposeless life.  Silas, on the other hand, is poor but happy because he has Eppie in his 

life to bring him joy.  Prior to Eppie, Silas had also been unhappy because he was lonely 

and his only love in life was for the gold coins he collected and was constantly counting 

and recounting.  Silas believed he could find joy in these coins and when his coins are 

stolen he does despair but this despair is quickly replaced by a true relationship, that of 

father to Eppie.  Although they are never rich, Eppie and Silas are able to find happiness 

in their poverty because they have each other.  When Eppie learns that her real father is 

the rich Godfrey Cass she has the option to go live with him.  She refuses though saying 

“‘I can’t feel as I’ve got any father but one. [. . .] I’ve always thought of a little home 

where he’d sit i’ the corner, and I should fend and do everything for him: I can’t think o’ 

no other home.  I wasn’t brought up to be a lady, and I can’t turn my mind to it.  I like the 

working folks and their houses, and their ways’” (Eliot, Silas Marner 174-5).   

 Little Women portrays a similar theme.  The March girls make direct comparisons 

of themselves to the King children, who are rich, and find themselves much happier than 

their King counterparts.  Although the March girls seem to need reminding from time to 
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time, from the very beginning of the novel they are cognizant of this fact.  When Meg 

remarks that they might be happier if they “‘had the money papa lost when we were 

little,’” Beth quickly responds to her saying, “‘you said the other day you thought we 

were a deal happier than the King children, for they were fighting and fretting all the 

time, in spite of their money,’” to which Meg has to admit that she had, “‘for though we 

do have to work, we make fun for ourselves, and are a pretty jolly set, as Jo would say’” 

(Alcott, Little Women 12).  A few years later, when before Meg’s wedding, Amy suggests 

that Meg needs some servants like Sallie, Marmee reminds her girls that  

‘Sallie isn’t a poor man’s wife, and many maids are in keeping with her 
fine establishment.  Meg and John begin humbly, but I have a feeling that 
there will be quite as much happiness in the little house as in the big one.  
It’s a great mistake for young girls like Meg to leave themselves nothing 
to do but dress, give orders, and gossip.  When I was first married I used 
to long for my new clothes to wear out, or get torn, so that I might have 
the pleasure of mending them; for I got heartily sick of doing fancy work 
and tending my pocket handkerchief.’ (Alcott, Little Women 194) 
 

As Marmee knows and teaches her daughters, happiness is not found in money or wealth 

but instead in what you make of life and the people in it.  The March family learns to 

enjoy each other and to be happy with what they have, rather than always trying to seek 

pleasure in things.  Material possessions are not important; family and friends are. 

 As Alcott wrote in her journals from 1856 “‘I love luxury, but freedom and 

independence better’” (Cheney 88).  Money is nice but sometimes it is not worth what 

you lose in the process of gaining it. 
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Gender 

Gender was a crucial topic for both Louisa May Alcott and George Eliot.  Not 

only did both authors have to write under male or ambiguous pseudonyms at various 

times in their life but in many ways, they were also far ahead of their time in going 

against the typical gender norms for women in the nineteenth-century.  In their lives, as 

well as their works, gender expectations, issues relating to equality between the sexes, 

and equal opportunities for women, particularly in education and role expectations, are 

prominent issues. 

When the Civil War broke out and Alcott wanted to help fight for her beliefs, she 

was forced to go as a nurse because that was the only acceptable option available to 

women during the mid-1800s.  While women like Alcott were not allowed to go to war as 

soldiers in America, in England, the societal expectations were often even more rigid.  

Eliot’s means of achieving her goal of a successful literary career then, involved hiding 

herself under a male pseudonym, living in almost constant fear that her own true identity 

would be revealed to her reading audience, as it eventually was after the Liggins affair.2  

As Catherine Gallagher explains in “George Eliot and Daniel Deronda: The Prostitute 

and the Jewish Question,” “when women entered the career of authorship, they did not 

enter an inappropriately male territory, but a degradingly female one” (40).  Thus, 

according to Sandra Gilbert and Susan Gubar, Eliot “most famously used a kind of male-

impersonation to gain male acceptance of [her] intellectual seriousness,” as did other 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
2 Joseph Liggins tried to claim notoriety by saying that he was the one who had written the successful 
novels under the pseudonym of George Eliot.  In order to clear her name and put an end to the rumors, 
Marian Evans had to start admitting that she was the real George Eliot (Haight, Biography 244, 267, 290). 
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female authors, such as the Brontë sisters (65) and Alcott as well who at times wrote 

under the pen name of A. M. Barnard.  While her true identity was revealed later in her 

career, Marian Evans spent her life writing under the name George Eliot.  Furthermore, 

Eliot spent her life being almost constantly ridiculed for her lifestyle choices, most of 

which if she had been male, would not have been issues at all.  Because she was female, 

Eliot was condemned to a life outside of society and even outside of her own family. 

In Eliot’s case, reputation was clearly not the first priority on her list.  While she 

was deeply hurt by some of the treatments she received from others, she did not force 

herself to go to church and pretend that she believed in something she did not, nor did she 

forego love just because it did not come in the package society deemed proper for a 

woman of her status.  Instead, she lived the life she wanted to live, forcing herself to 

recognize that some people would never be able to accept the life she chose for herself.  

According to U. C. Knoepflmacher in “Unveiling Men: Power and Masculinity in George 

Eliot’s Fiction,” Eliot’s female characters in her novels do not get to live the same free 

life as Eliot herself lived (130).  Those with ambitions like Eliot’s, for example, Maggie 

Tulliver in The Mill on the Floss, and Dorothea Brooke in Middlemarch, do not succeed 

like Eliot did in her own life (Knoepflmacher 130).  Furthermore, her independent 

characters, such as Dinah Morris in Adam Bede, Ester Lyon in Felix Holt, and 

Gwendolen Harleth in Daniel Deronda, must submit to men rather than find and succeed 

in their own independence (Knoepflmacher 130).  In many of her novels, Eliot wrote 

what she believed would be accepted by her nineteenth-century reading audience, and to 

create a female character faced with the same plights she herself faced in real life would 
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not likely have been accepted in the same way that characters such as Dorothea Brooke 

or Maggie Tulliver are accepted.  However, that did not stop Eliot from writing about the 

problems of society in relation to the expectations placed on women during her time.  By 

creating such a character as Maggie Tulliver, who is not only so much like herself, but 

who also experiences many of the same discriminations placed upon women during her 

time, such as not being able to seek an education, or marry for true love, Eliot creates a 

character who can effectively demonstrate the failings of a society which would place 

these types of expectations on women.  Maggie ultimately succumbs to those 

expectations and dies at the end of the novel as a result.     

Alcott is also known for going against traditional gender norms, albeit generally 

in a more tamed manner than Eliot.  Alcott believed and fought for equal rights for 

women and expected others to believe the same.  In True Love and Perfect Union: The 

Feminist Reform of Sex and Society, William Leach writes about the nineteenth-century 

feminists who attempted to “create a more perfect union” (3).  As Leach defines it, true 

love and perfect union means equality for women in marriage and equal power with men 

in hierarchal institutions and disciplines (xiii, 3-4).  Alcott was disappointed that she, and 

other women who wanted to, could not go to war as soldiers just as the men were doing.  

In Little Women, Jo declares “‘I hate to think I’ve got to grow up and be Miss March, and 

wear long gowns, and look as prim as a China-aster.  It’s bad enough to be a girl, any 

way, when I like boy’s games, and work, and manners.  I can’t get over my 

disappointment in not being a boy, and it’s worse than ever now, for I’m dying to go and 

fight with papa, and I can only stay home and knit like a poky old woman’” (Alcott, Little 
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Women 12-3).  Knowing that she can never go as a soldier, not only because of her age, 

but also because of her gender, a few pages later Jo proclaims “‘Don’t I wish I could go 

as a drummer, a vivan [. . . ] or a nurse’” (Alcott, Little Women 16).  In her novel, Work, 

Alcott writes about another young woman who is as much like herself as the character of 

Jo March is.  Christie Devon is a married woman when the Civil War breaks out and 

thus, unlike Jo, old enough to actually help out, even though again, not as a soldier.  

When Christie’s husband David enlists and is called to war, so too does Christie, but 

because of the gender discrimination, Christie must go as a nurse, just as Alcott had to do 

in real life. 

Like Eliot who had to write under a male pseudonym in order to gain her place in 

the literary world of the 1800s, Alcott not only had to write under an ambiguous 

pseudonym but also like Eliot, had to portray beliefs that she may not have always fully 

agreed with.  In her article, “Louisa May Alcott: Success and the Sorrow of Self Denial,” 

Eugenia Kaledin writes that “the promise of money drove [Alcott] to compromise [her] 

principles” (257).  As Teresa Goddu in “(Un)Veiling the Marketplace: Nathaniel 

Hawthorne, Louisa May Alcott, and the Female Gothic” points out, in order to earn the 

money she needed, Alcott had to be “like many female writers of the period,” disguising 

her “motives under the pretense of disseminating the feminine values of the private 

sphere” (118).  In Sister’s Choice: Tradition and Change in American Women’s Writing, 

Elaine Showalter also makes a similar point, writing that, “the 1880 edition [of Little 

Women], which is the one virtually all modern readers know, is in a sense a bowdlerized 
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text, in which the rough edges of Alcott’s imagination have been smoothed away, and the 

pungent originality of her voice toned way down” (56).   

Nevertheless, in many ways Alcott does still get her point across to her readers, 

although in a slightly more toned down manner than she might have preferred had she 

been able to say exactly what was on her mind.  According to Carolyn Heilbrun in 

“Louisa May Alcott: The Influence of Little Women,” Jo “may have been the single 

female model continuously available after 1868 to girls dreaming beyond the confines of 

a constricted family destiny to the possibility of autonomy and experience initiated by 

one’s self” (141).  Furthermore, in “Meg, Jo, Beth, Amy, and Louisa,” Elizabeth Janeway 

points out that “Jo is a unique creation: the one young woman in nineteenth-century 

fiction who maintains her individual independence, who gives up no part of her 

autonomy as payment for being born a woman – and who gets away with it” (235).  Jo “is 

the tomboy dream come true, the dream of growing up into full humanity with all its 

potentialities instead of into limited femininity: of looking after oneself and paying one’s 

way and doing effective work in the real world instead of learning how to please a man 

who will look after you” (Janeway 235-6).  

 In A Hunger for Home, Alcott scholar, Sarah Elbert, writes about how the 

influence of Alcott’s readership and the demands from her publishers all impacted the 

writing of Little Women.  According to Elbert, 

Cheney3 had difficulty once again with the fact that Alcott, whom Cheney 
claimed was not much interested in ‘love and marriage,’ presented an 
important treatment of marriage from the liberal feminist perspective.  She 
was well aware that Alcott had written a tribute to spinsterhood shortly 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
3 Ednah D. Cheney, Alcott contemporary and biographer.	  
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before writing Little Women.  Louisa wrote an advice column for the New 
York Ledger on ‘Happy Women,’ and Cheney discreetly observes that the 
professionals and artists Louisa portrayed were all ‘easily recognizable’ as 
the sort of unmarried women Theodore Parker called a ‘glorious phalanx 
of old maids.’  It seems likely that Alcott intended Jo’s words to be taken 
seriously: that she preferred to remain unmarried.  Readers, however, did 
not prefer it that way.  Alcott was saved herself from making a phony 
romantic compromise by presenting a new kind of egalitarian marriage. 
(Hunger for Home 148) 
 

While Alcott gave up her intentions of making Jo a spinster, she refuses to make Jo a 

typical nineteenth-century submissive wife and mother.  Instead, she gives her a husband 

who embraces Jo’s ideas and desires and who can help her to fulfill her dreams and find 

happiness.  As Elbert writes, Jo “could not remain a child forever [. . .].  The rationalist 

argument that society needed the harmonious blend of both male and female principles 

suited the author, who would not marry Jo to Laurie.  Instead, Alcott created a situation 

in which Jo could share in supporting a home with a husband who could share in 

nurturing” (Hunger for Home 147). 

 The notion of equality between the sexes is a major theme in both Alcott and 

Eliot’s works.  While Eliot is showing the disastrous results which can occur when 

gender equality is not allowed, Alcott showed how it could be done.  Both were ahead of 

their times in their thinking on this subject but for Alcott in America, it was more of a 

reality than it was for Eliot in England.  Yet, while Alcott was able to envision such a 

scenario and successfully write it into her fictions, she was never able to achieve it for 

herself in real life.  Nonetheless, Alcott believed it could be done and she wanted her 

young readers to believe it too so that they could one day change these role expectations.  

As Susan Laird writes in her article, “Learning from Marmee’s Teaching: Alcott’s 
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Responses to Girls Miseducation,” much of Alcott’s belief in this subject likely came 

from her mother, Abba May Alcott, the real life version of Little Women’s Marmee.  

According to Laird, Louisa May “particularly admired her mother, Abba May, who 

studied the educational thought of Johann Heinrich Pestalozzi and once wrote that 

women should assert their right ‘to think, feel, and live individually,’ and to ‘be 

something in yourself’” (289).  As Laird points out, Alcott creates Marmee as “a fictional 

portrait of her own mother as an artful teacher worthy of Jo’s imaginative emulation – not 

as a housebound mother, but as a teacher who cares about girls’ learning, from whom 

boys might learn much, and whose teaching definitively differs from Socratic teaching 

today considered ‘standard’” (289).  Although we see examples of this in Little Women, 

particularly through the glimpses into Meg and John’s new marriage, the radical 

educational notions are more thoroughly presented in Little Men and Jo’s Boys.  As Laird 

tells us, in Little Men, for example, because of the educational setup, the “mothers can 

have more worldly lives, traveling, doing creative work, pursuing cultural interests, than 

they could if engaged in full-time childrearing” (301). 

 In both Little Men (1871) and Jo’s Boys (1886), as well as most of her other 

young adult domestic fictions, the girls all receive the same equal education as the boys.  

There is no gender discrimination or expectations placed on the girls.  This is of course in 

direct contrast to the issues we see in Eliot’s The Mill on the Floss with Maggie being 

denied an education while her brother Tom is forced to pursue one.  In Little Men, the 

boys and girls all learn the same material, with no divisions based on gender.  The boys 

learn to cook and sew, as do the girls, while the girls, like the boys, are allowed to pursue 
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whatever they desire with no one ever telling them they cannot simply because it is 

unacceptable for their gender.  In Little Men, for example, we see Nan as a little tomboy 

interested in pursuing medicine.  In Jo’s Boys, Nan is grown up and an unmarried female 

doctor, a perfectly acceptable profession and position in life according to Alcott. 

 Suzanne Romaine in her book, Language in Society: An Introduction to 

Sociolinguistics provides an interesting context to this idea, however, proving how much 

society had to change its belief systems in order for this notion of equality across the 

genders to be truly acceptable.  As Romaine writes, “what we call society, or even more 

grandly ‘reality’ itself, is largely constructed through language” (106).  Furthermore, as 

she explains, “words for women have negative connotations, even where the 

corresponding male terms designate the same state or condition for men.  Thus, spinster 

and bachelor both designate unmarried adults, but the female term has negative overtones 

to it.  Such a distinction reflects the importance of society’s expectations about marriage, 

and more importantly, about marriageable age” (Romaine 107). 

A spinster is more than a female bachelor: she is beyond the expected 
marrying age and therefore seen as rejected and undesirable (Romaine 
107). [. . .] Men are more likely to be referred to with positive adjectives 
such as honest and intelligent, while only women are described as silly and 
hysterical (Romaine 109). [. . .] Another example of the marking of 
women can be seen in the use of titles such as lady/woman/female doctor.  
It is assumed that a doctor is a man, so a woman who is a doctor must 
somehow be marked as such, which conveys the idea that she is not the 
‘real’ thing. [Likewise,] consider also the career woman [. . .], but not the 
career man.  Men by definition have careers, but women who do so must 
be marked as deviant.  A man can also be a family man, but it would be 
odd to call a woman a family woman. (Romaine 117) 
 

Alcott would probably have known this but she also would have known that the only way 

to go about changing this ideology was to start by showing her young readers that there 
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was nothing wrong with females taking on male dominated roles, as well as men taking 

on female dominated roles by playing more active parts in childrearing and caregiving. 

 Another idea which both Alcott and Eliot would have been familiar with is the 

common nineteenth-century notion of women committing suicide by drowning and the 

use of water in their stories.  It is interesting to note that both The Mill on the Floss and 

Little Women take place near rivers and characters from both stories are often found near 

or on the water.  As Deborah S. Gentry writes in The Art of Dying: Suicide in the Works 

of Kate Chopin and Sylvia Plath,  

Drowning is a preferred method for women to commit suicide.  In her 
book, Victorian Suicide, Barbara Gates finds that ‘In most cases, women 
chose poison or drowning over bloodier deaths by gun or knife, a pattern 
which continues today’ (125).  Olive Anderson in Suicide in Victorian and 
Edwardian England also reports ‘the much greater use women made of 
drowning as a method of suicide,’ adding that ‘‘found drowned’ was a 
recognized euphemism for female suicide’ (43).  Death by drowning 
usually allowed the victim and her family to escape the stigma that was 
attached to the suicide and the negative legal consequences: ‘Since there 
was often no clear evidence of how the body came to be in the water, and 
in law sudden death was presumed accidental until proved otherwise, a 
verdict of suicide was easily avoided in drowning cases – at least until 
coroners increasingly led their juries to accept circumstantial evidence on 
the point.  It has been argued, moreover, that families always have a 
greater incentive to conceal female suicide; and it is not improbable that in 
cases of doubt there was often greater readiness to avoid verdicts of 
suicide on women’ (44). (qtd. in Gentry 40) 
 

Hetty Sorrel in Adam Bede repeatedly tries to drown herself and repeatedly loses her 

courage to do so.  While Maggie in The Mill on the Floss does not drown herself, she 

nevertheless succumbs to a tragic watery death which in some renditions of the novel, 
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have been designed to let the viewer assume it was an intentional death.4  In the actual 

novel, Maggie and Tom are hit by a large piece of machinery which according to Eliot is 

the reason they drown but it is worth noting that by this point in the novel, Maggie has 

repeatedly wished and hoped for death.  Although the character of Maggie does not take 

any actions to assure herself of this death, Eliot does it for her, creating the suspicious 

drowning which leaves readers pondering how truly accidental it was.  Alcott herself 

contemplated suicide by drowning and in Work she incorporates this theme into the 

novel.5  In conjunction with Little Women, it is interesting to note the near drowning 

death of Amy.  Although it was accidental, there was friction between Amy and Jo at the 

time, and as such, Amy breaking through the ice on the river and nearly drowning can be 

likened to the questionable drowning deaths and near drowning deaths of so many of the 

other characters. 

 The Legend of St. Ogg’s in The Mill on the Floss is also interesting to consider in 

connection to Maggie and the rest of the population of St. Ogg’s.  According to the 

legend, “‘there was a boatman who gained a scanty living by ferrying passengers across 

the river Floss’” (Eliot, Mill on the Floss 116).  One evening, “there sat moaning by the 

brink of the river a woman with a child in her arms; and she was clad in rags, and had a 

worn and withered look, and she craved to be rowed across the river” (Eliot, Mill on the 

Floss 116).  All the other boatmen told her to wait until the morning when they would 

row her across, but “Ogg the son of Boerl” agreed to row her that night  

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
4 For an example, see the film version of The Mill on the Floss directed by Graham Theakston, WGBH 
Boston Video, 1997. 
5 See Chapter 4 for the full discussion of this theme in Work. 
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And it came to pass, when she stepped ashore, that her rags were turned 
into robes of flowing white, and her face became bright with exceeding 
beauty, and there was a glory around it, so that she shed a light on the 
water like the moon in its brightness.  And she said – ‘Ogg the son of 
Beorl, thou art blessed in that thou didst not question and wrangle with the 
heart’s need, but wast smitten with pity, and didst straightway relieve the 
same.  And from henceforth whoso steps into thy boat shall be in no peril 
from the storm; and whenever it puts forth to the rescue, it shall save the 
lives both of men and beasts.’  And when the floods came, many were 
saved by reason of that blessing on the boat.  But when Ogg the son of 
Beorl died, behold, in the parting of his soul, the boat loosed itself from its 
moorings, and was floated with the ebbing tide in great swiftness to the 
ocean, and was seen no more.  Yet it was witnessed in the floods of 
aftertime, that at the coming on of eventide, Ogg the son of Beorl was 
always seen with his boat upon the wide-spreading waters, and the Blessed 
Virgin sat in the prow, shedding a light around as of the moon in its 
brightness, so that the rowers in the gathering darkness took heart and 
pulled anew. (Eliot, Mill on the Floss 116-7) 
	  

Like Ogg the son of Boerl, Maggie has compassion for others.  The other characters in 

the novel, like the other boatmen, do not have this same compassion.  Like the Virgin 

Mary who was dressed in rags and is unappealing, so too is Philip unappealing because of 

his physical flaws.  However, Maggie finds the compassion, just as Ogg does, and by 

doing so carries him across the river of loneliness and isolation to the shore of 

companionship and acceptance.  The description of Ogg’s death and the boat being swept 

away with “great swiftness” to be “seen no more” is also an ironic allusion to the fate of 

Maggie herself who is, at the end of the novel, quickly swept away by a piece of heavy 

machinery moving with great swiftness.  Like Ogg’s boat, she and her brother Tom, are 

seen no more, except in legend.   

Although Alcott herself seems to have preferred the spinster lifestyle she seems to 

have no significant qualms against marriage, assuming that the marriage is based on 
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equals and the woman has options if it does not work out.  In Jo’s Boys we can most 

easily observe these beliefs.  As the novel tells us,  

Mrs. Jo gave little lectures on health, religion, politics, and the various 
questions in which all should be interested, with copious extracts from 
Miss Cobbe’s Duties of Women, Miss Brackett’s Education of American 
Girls, Mrs. Duffy’s No Sex in Education, and Mrs. Woolson’s Dress 
Reform, and many of the other excellent books wise women write for their 
sisters, now that they are waking up and asking: ‘What shall we do?’ 
(Alcott, Jo’s Boys 271) 
 

The novel continues, saying “One day a brisk discussion arose concerning careers for 

women.  Mrs. Jo had read something on the subject and asked each of the dozen girls 

sitting about the room, what she intended to do on leaving college” (Alcott, Jo’s Boys 

271).  The girls all responded with the “usual” answers: “‘I shall teach, help mother, 

study medicine, art,’ etc.; but nearly all ended with: ‘Till I marry’” (Alcott, Jo’s Boys 

271).  Jo quickly responds back to them by asking “‘But if you don’t marry, what then?’” 

(Alcott, Jo’s Boys 271) to which most of them respond “‘be old maids’” (Alcott, Jo’s 

Boys 272).  Alcott, under the guise of Jo points out to these girls, as well as her young 

readers, that “‘it is well to consider that fact, and fit yourselves to be useful, not 

superfluous women.  That class, by the way, is largely made up of widows, I find; so 

don’t consider it a slur on maidenhood’” (Alcott, Jo’s Boys 272). 

 The possibility that these young women might never marry was very real, as Mary 

Poovey in Uneven Developments: The Ideological Work of Gender in Mid-Victorian 

England points out when she explains that the 1851 census “calculated that 42 percent of 

the women between the ages of twenty and forty were unmarried and that two million out 

of Britain’s six million women were self-supporting” (4).  While this was a major issue 
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for British women, it was less so for American women.6  Nevertheless, Alcott does make 

a good point by bringing it up and pointing it out as at least a possibility for these girls to 

consider.  Alcott fully believed that all women should have skills and a career, and a 

means of supporting herself.  Not only would it provide for her in the event that she never 

married or if she did, later became widowed or separated or divorced, but having a career 

also gives one a sense of self-esteem and purpose in life.  Sylvia in Moods is a prime 

example of the woman who had no skills, no career, and no purpose, and who wraps 

herself up entirely in her role of wife.  When her marriage does not play out well, Sylvia 

has nothing else to live for.7  In contrast, Christie Devon in Work does explore various 

careers and finds a purpose in life prior to her marriage.  When she does later marry and 

have a child, she is much more successful in the role of wife and mother because she has 

such a wide array of life experiences and her self-confidence and well-being are not 

entirely dependent on her husband.  It is this notion of learning to be self-reliant and 

independent which Alcott wished to convince her readers of. 

 In Eliot’s works we see the same theme but for most of Eliot’s female characters, 

the end result is not as positive as it is for Alcott’s.  In The Mill on the Floss, Maggie is 

denied an education because she is a girl even though she is very academically inclined 

and if given the chance, could really succeed in her pursuits.  Maggie’s brother, Tom, on 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
6 Poovey writes about the staggering difference in the number of males and females during this time.  No 
longer was the population approximately 50% male and 50% female.  During the nineteenth-century, 
particularly in Britain, there were far more women than men which resulted in some women having to 
remain unmarried and these “unmarried women often had to support themselves or at any rate, find 
something to do besides be a wife and mother” (Poovey 126).  Poovey uses this reasoning to explain part of 
the cause for the “increase in the number of governesses” during this time (126).	  
7 This is particularly the case in the 1864 version of Moods.  It can still be applied to the 1882 version but is 
less relevant as Sylvia does at least survive that version of the novel. 
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the other hand struggles greatly with school and wishes that he did not have to go but 

could instead work as an apprentice under their father.  Tom believed that  

When people were grown up, [. . .] nobody inquired about their writing 
and spelling: when he was a man, he should be master of everything, and 
do just as he liked.  It had been very difficult for him to reconcile himself 
to the idea that his school-time was to be prolonged, and that he was not to 
be brought up to his father’s business, which he had always thought 
extremely pleasant, for it was nothing but riding about, giving orders, and 
going to market. (Eliot, Mill on the Floss 133) 
 

Maggie, on the other hand, would love to go to school and would likely have done 

very well.  On one of her visits to see Tom, she asks Tom’s teacher, Mr. Stelling: 

“‘couldn’t I do Euclid, and all Tom’s lessons, if you were to teach me instead of him?’” 

(Eliot, Mill on the Floss 150).  Tom immediately responds saying “‘No; you couldn’t, [. . 

.] Girls can’t do Euclid: can they sir?’” (Eliot, Mill on the Floss 150).  Mr. Stelling 

agrees, replying, “‘They [girls] can pick up a little of everything’ [ . . .] They’ve a great 

deal of superficial cleverness; but they couldn’t go far into anything.  They’re quick and 

shallow’” (Eliot, Mill on the Floss 150).  Tom, is “delighted with this verdict” and wastes 

no time rubbing it in, “wagging his head at Maggie behind Mr. Stelling’s chair” and 

saying “‘Ha, ha! Miss Maggie!’ [. . .] ‘you see it’s not such a fine thing to be quick. 

You’ll never go far into anything, you know’” (Eliot, Mill on the Floss 150). 

 Elizabeth Ermarth writes in her article, “Maggie Tulliver’s Long Suicide,” how 

all of these criticisms of Maggie’s self add up to create the depressed state we find 

Maggie in at the end of the novel.  According to Ermarth, “George Eliot makes it clear in 

The Mill on the Floss that the social norms of St. Oggs exert a heavy influence on 

Maggie’s development” (587).  As she describes them, “they are norms according to 



Texas Tech University, Elizabeth M. Myers, December 2010 

119 

which she is an inferior, dependent creature who will never go far in anything, and which 

consequently are a denial of her full humanity”  (Ermarth 587).  As Ermarth claims,  

Years of such denial teach Maggie to repress herself so effectively that she 
cannot mobilize the inner resources that might have saved her.  By 
internalizing crippling norms, by learning to rely on approval, to fear 
ridicule and to avoid conflict, Maggie grows up fatally weak.  In place of a 
habit of self-actualization she has learned a habit of self-denial which 
Philip rightly calls a ‘long suicide.’ (587)   
 

As Ermarth further asserts, like one is either Dodson or not-Dodson in the novel, one is 

also either male or not-male and “to be not-male means merely to be wrong or inferior in 

some essential way” (588-9). 

 The gender expectations are clear for Maggie and it is no surprise then when she 

lives up to those expectations and becomes, as Ermarth terms it, “fatally weak,” or, as 

Eliot wrote, “ma[kes] up her mind to suffer” (Mill on the Floss 474).  Not only do these 

gender expectations occur in relation to education, but in virtually every aspect of her 

life.  When she offers to give Tom money to pay for his rabbits that she was supposed to 

be tending to but managed to kill by way of neglect, he responds saying “‘I don’t want 

your money, you silly thing.  I’ve got a great deal more money than you, because I’m a 

boy.  I always have half-sovereigns and sovereigns for my Christmas boxes, because I 

shall be a man, and you only have five-shilling pieces, because you’re only a girl’” (Eliot, 

Mill on the Floss 35).  Not only are the gender expectations placed on Maggie by her 

parents and the rest of the adult society but so too are they placed on her by Tom, as this 

example so clearly shows.  Even as hard-headed and strong-willed as Maggie is, she 

idolizes her brother so much that although she may be able to ignore the words and 
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expectations of others, she has a much harder time rising above the expectations he 

places on her. 

 The most uncanny similarity between The Mill on the Floss and Little Women is 

when Maggie and Jo both go against the expected gender norms by cutting their own hair 

at the expense of being ridiculed for it by everyone around them.  The difference between 

Maggie and her cousin, Lucy, is striking.  As Eliot writes,  

It was like the contrast between a rough, dark, overgrown puppy and a 
white kitten.  Lucy put up the neatest little rosebud mouth to be kissed: 
everything about her was neat – her little round neck with the row of coral 
beads, her little straight nose, not at all snubby, her little clear eyebrows, 
rather darker than her curls, to match her hazel eyes, which looked up with 
shy pleasure at Maggie, taller by the head, though scarcely a year older. 
(Mill on the Floss 61)   
 

Tired of being compared to her cousin and always coming out on the losing end, when 

her mother tells her “‘go and get your hair brushed – do, for shame,’” Maggie takes her 

grooming to a whole new level, instead deciding to chop her hair off entirely (Eliot, Mill 

on the Floss 63).  In her anger and frustration, Maggie took a drastic step which she soon 

regrets.  After looking at herself in the mirror,  

Maggie felt an unexpected pang.  She had thought beforehand chiefly of 
her own deliverance from her teasing hair and teasing remarks about it, 
and something also of the triumph she should have over her mother and 
her aunts by this very decided course of action: she didn’t want her hair to 
look pretty – that was out of the question – she only wanted people to 
think her a clever little girl, and not to find fault with her.  But now, when 
Tom began to laugh at her, and say she was like the idiot, the affair had 
quite a new aspect.  She looked in the glass, and still Tom laughed and 
clapped his hands, and Maggie’s flushed cheeks began to pale, and her lips 
to tremble a little. (Eliot, Mill on the Floss 64) 
 

 In Little Women, Jo, while not entirely thinking through the consequences of her 

actions either, at least has something to be proud of when it is done.  When she and her 
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family receive the telegraph telling Marmee to come quickly as Mr. March is seriously 

ill, Jo does the first thing she can think of to help, she sells her hair to help pay for the 

train ticket.  Although Jo acted in haste but with good intention, like Maggie, she too 

experiences regret when she realizes how much her appearance has changed.  Although 

Jo is initially pleased with her newly cropped style, that night after they’ve gone to bed 

Meg hears a “stifled sob” and asks, “‘Jo, dear, what is it?  Are you crying about father?’” 

to which Jo replies, “‘No, not now’” (Alcott, Little Women 134).  Meg then asks, “‘What 

then?’” to which Jo comically responds “‘My – my hair’” (Alcott, Little Women 134), 

this of course, following Jo’s proclamation earlier in the day that she would never regret 

her decision to cut her hair.  Both Maggie and Jo are tomboys so one might expect them 

to be happy with their short hair.  Nevertheless, they also recognize the gender 

expectations of women to have long hair and their lack makes them feel dreadfully out of 

place.  While they both like to push the gender expectation boundaries, neither wishes to 

completely decimate it.   

 Instead of cutting her hair out of rage and jealousy, Jo does so for a good purpose, 

or at least for a better result.  Although Maggie’s actions appear on the surface to be the 

doings of a little girl who is angry and does not fully consider the consequences of her 

actions, it could be taken a step further when we analyze Maggie’s actions and the results 

of those actions throughout the rest of the novel.  As Ermarth claims, Maggie was 

constantly being normalized into the proper St. Ogg’s societal views.  In the particular 

example with the incident of the haircut, those expectations mean looking and acting as 

much like Lucy, Maggie’s blonde-haired, fair-skinned, perfectly feminine and well-
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behaved cousin, as possible.  The contrast between Maggie and Lucy and between the 

description of Jo and Amy in Little Women is also striking.  Maggie knows she can never 

fit the mold laid out for her and so she attempts to rebel at every opportunity.  Likewise, 

Jo also knows she can never fit the mold of the perfect feminine creature but unlike 

Maggie, she never attempts or even desires to.  Jo does not hate Amy for being the 

epitome of femininity that she is, but instead accepts her for who she is.  A large part of 

the reason for this is probably because Jo, even with her tomboy ways and short hair, 

always felt accepted by her family and society and she was proud to be who she was.  In 

many ways, she has the same self-confidence as Louisa May Alcott had when it came to 

standing up for what she believed in, and not being afraid to step out of the normal 

bounds.  Maggie, on the other hand, while a tomboy who is in many ways very similar to 

Jo, is constantly ridiculed for not only her actions, which she can control, but also for 

things which she cannot control, her looks, for example.  George Eliot knew all too well 

the feeling of being constantly rebuked and ridiculed by not only society but also by her 

own family.  Like Alcott, Eliot stood up for what she believed, but like Maggie, she was 

outcast for those decisions.  

 

Marriage 

 As in Adam Bede and Moods, the topic of marriage in Little Women and The Mill 

on the Floss is key to considering the implications of class and gender themes.  Class and 

gender are interesting topics in their own right but both have tremendous impact on 

marriage in the novels and marriage seems to be one of the primary defining factors 
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between a good life or bad for each of the main characters in Louisa May Alcott and 

George Eliot’s primary fictions.  Motherly advice and examples of good marriages play 

important roles in the success of these young female characters’ own marriages and lives.  

Motherly advice, marriage versus spinsterhood, and love triangles are all prominent 

themes in many of Alcott and Eliot’s works. 

 In Little Women, the girls all receive good advice on marriage from their mother, 

Marmee.  When Meg goes to Annie Moffat’s for “‘a whole fortnight of fun’” (Alcott, 

Little Women 71), she learns that many of the mothers have “plans” to marry their 

daughters off for money and the assumption is that Marmee also has these same “plans” 

for marrying her daughters off as well.  Meg, who of course has never heard her mother 

or anyone else talk of such plans before, returns home and asks her mother if she does in 

fact, have any of these “plans,” to which Marmee responds, saying, “‘Yes, my dear, I 

have a great many; all mothers do, but mine differ somewhat from Mrs. Moffat’s, I 

suspect’” (Alcott, Little Women 84).  While Marmee does have “plans” for her daughters 

they in no way involve marrying them off for financial gain while forfeiting their 

happiness.  As Marmee explains, 

‘I want my daughters to be beautiful, accomplished, and good; to be 
admired, loved, and respected, to have a happy youth, to be well and 
wisely married, and to lead useful, pleasant lives, with as little care and 
sorrow to try them as God sees fit to send.  To be loved and chosen by a 
good man is the best and sweetest thing which can happen to a woman; 
and I sincerely hope my girls may know this beautiful experience.  It is 
natural to think of it, Meg; right to hope and wait for it, and wise to 
prepare for it; so that, when the happy time comes, you may feel ready for 
the duties, and worthy of the joy.  My dear girls, I am ambitious for you, 
but not to have you make a dash in the world, -- marry rich men merely 
because they are rich, or have splendid houses, which are not homes, 
because love is wanting.  Money is a needful and precious thing, -- and, 
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when well used, a noble thing, -- but I never want you to think it is the 
first or only prize to strive for.  I’d rather see you poor men’s wives, if you 
were happy, beloved, contented, than queens on thrones, without self-
respect and peace.’ (Alcott, Little Women 84) 
 

Meg expresses her concern that “‘poor girls [like the March girls] don’t stand any 

chance,’” according to one of the girls at the party (Alcott, Little Women 84).  Jo 

immediately chimes in saying “‘Then we’ll be old maids’” (Alcott, Little Women 84), to 

which Mrs. March adds, 

‘Right, Jo; better be happy old maids than unhappy wives, or unmaidenly 
girls, running about to find husbands.’ [. . .] ‘Don’t be troubled, Meg; 
poverty seldom daunts a sincere lover.  Some of the best and most honored 
women I know were poor girls, but so love-worthy that they were not 
allowed to be old maids.  Leave these things to time; make this home 
happy, so that you may be fit for homes of your own, if they are offered 
you, and contented here if they are not.  One thing remember, my girls, 
mother is always ready to be your confidant, father to be your friend; and 
both of us trust and hope that our daughters, whether married or single, 
will be the pride and comfort of our lives.’ (Alcott, Little Women 84) 
 

 The motherly advice which Marmee gives her girls allows them to make wise 

decisions as they come of age, decisions which allow them to find suitable, loving 

husbands with whom they can create happy homes.  As a result of this excellent advice, 

there are no regrets for the girls later on when they find themselves grown, married 

women, unlike Sylvia in Moods who never received such wonderful guidance and 

certainly had no example set in front of her as the March girls have.  As Nina Auerbach 

writes in her article, “Austen and Alcott on Matriarchy: New Women or New Wives?,” in 

Little Women, it is the mother “who forges the family’s liaison with the outside world of 

marriage, morals and money that eligible men embody.  While the mother forges 

connections, the father retreats from the business of marriage to his library, wrapping 
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himself in attenuated privacy and remoteness like a traditional Victorian wife” (7).  

Marmee is clearly the center of the novel and it is her advice which allows the girls to 

achieve the happiness and success they achieve later in life.  Not only does Marmee give 

this good advice, but she also provides them with an example to follow through her own 

actions and self-sufficiency. 

 While Marmee provides the perfect example of how to be a happy, useful, and 

independent wife and mother who hopes her daughters can all find good men and do the 

same as she has, she is quick to say that if they cannot find good husbands who will make 

them happy and can allow them freedom and independence, they are better off not 

marrying at all.  This is a reflection of what Sarah Elbert describes in her “Introduction” 

to Moods as Alcott’s “fear that marriage was an alluring form of slavery” (xix).   As 

Elbert writes,  

Voluntary slavery is what concerns Alcott in Moods, both man’s choice to 
be a master and woman’s ‘choice’ to be a slave.  An English governess, 
the orphaned Jane Eyre, calls her employer-lover ‘Master’ in one of 
Alcott’s favorite novels.  No freeborn American heroine would do so.  Yet 
the temptation to seek such a husband-master, and to willingly enslave 
oneself to romantic love, to sexual passion, or to the “ceaseless craving for 
affection” in the absence of equality between the sexes is what occupies 
Alcott in Moods. (“Introduction” xxvi) 
 

In Moods, Alcott showed the devastating results of such a marriage; in Little Women and 

much of her other fictions, Alcott shows her young readers how to avoid it.  Charles 

Strickland in Victorian Domesticity also writes about how Alcott often defended the 

single life in her fictions through characters such as Jo and Naughty Nan (79, 89).  As 

Strickland writes, “Alcott’s personal life reveals that she was at times, more pessimistic 

than her heroine Jo about families, having remarked on one occasion that she knew little 
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about marriages, ‘except observing that very few were happy ones’” (Victorian 

Domesticity xiii).   

In a short essay called “Happy Women,” published in 1868, the same year the 

first part of Little Women was published, Alcott tells women not to be afraid to be a 

spinster.  As she argues, if true love comes along, then take it.  But, if it doesn’t, become 

a spinster and work.  Alcott addresses the current beliefs stating that, “one of the trials of 

woman-kind is the fear of being an old maid.  To escape this dreadful doom, young girls 

rush intro matrimony with a recklessness which astonishes the beholder; never pausing to 

remember that the loss of liberty, happiness, and self-respect is poorly repaid by the 

barren honor of being called ‘Mrs.’ instead of ‘Miss’” (“Happy Women” 203).  This, of 

course, is exactly what Sylvia in Moods does, and we are witness to exactly the 

devastating results Alcott can imagine would become a young, inexperienced woman 

who rushes so quickly into matrimony.  However, as Alcott also tells these young 

women, in her essay, “Happy Women,” and as she shows them in the Little Women 

trilogy,  

Fortunately, this foolish prejudice is fast disappearing, conquered by the 
success of a certain class belonging to the sisterhood.  This class is 
composed of superior women who, from various causes, remain single, 
and devote themselves to some earnest work; espousing philanthropy, art, 
literature, music, medicine, or whatever task, taste, necessity, or chance 
suggests, and remaining as faithful to and as happy in their choice as 
married women with husbands and homes. (“Happy Women” 203) 
 

After giving several examples of “happy women,” spinsters who have all devoted their 

lives to keeping busy and helping others, she continues, saying, 

My sisters, don’t be afraid of the words, ‘old maid,’ for it is in your power 
to make this a term of honor, not reproach.  It is not necessary to be a sour, 
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spiteful spinster, with nothing to do but brew tea, talk scandal and tend a 
pocket-handkerchief.  No, the world is full of work, needing all the heads, 
hearts, and hands we can bring to do it.  Never was there so splendid an 
opportunity for women to enjoy their liberty and prove that they deserve it 
by [sic] using it wisely.  If love comes as it should come, accept it in 
God’s name and be worth of His best blessing.  If it never comes, then in 
God’s name reject the shadow of it, for that can never satisfy a hungry 
heart. (“Happy Women” 205-6) 
 

This advice is clearly reminiscent of the advice Marmee gives her daughters and likely 

similar to what Alcott herself probably heard from her mother while growing up.  Louisa 

May adamantly believed that marriage should not just be settled on in order to see oneself 

married but instead, only occur when two people truly loved each other and were willing 

to see each other as equal, independent persons.  If the perfect potential spouse never 

showed themselves, then clearly, there was work in this world to be done in place of 

marriage.  As with the March family’s motto: “Hope, and keep busy”8 (Little Women 

135), regardless of the circumstances in one’s life, no one should ever find themselves 

with idle hands.  Alcott is clearly arguing that it is a benefit to both women and to those 

they help, if only women will not marry out of duty but if unable to find love, instead 

devote themselves to some type of useful work.  This is a theme Alcott takes up 

wholeheartedly in her novel, Work.  

 Jo’s marriage in Little Women is one of some contention.  Carolyn Heilbrun 

suggests that although Alcott did not want to allow Jo to marry Laurie, she apparently 

could not prevent Jo from marrying at all because of the demands of her reading audience 

and her publisher.  Heilbrun backs up this claim by pointing out that in the months 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
8 “Hope and keep busy” was a favorite motto of Louisa May Alcott’s mother, Abba (Alcott, Little Women 
135). 
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following the publication of Little Women, Alcott signed her letters from Europe 

“‘spinsterhood forever,’ and when asked for advice to give girls, told them of ‘the sweet 

independence of the spinster’s life’” (144).  However, although Alcott herself was 

resigned to “spinsterhood forever,” there could be another side to the argument when it 

comes to Jo.  Jo is determined from the outset of the novel that she, like Alcott, will never 

marry.  But, after the girls all grow up and disperse, Jo finds herself living in a lonely 

room in New York.  This loneliness makes Jo realize that this is not how she wishes to 

spend the rest of her life.  As Alcott writes, “Poor Jo! these were dark days to her, for 

something like despair came over her when she thought of spending all her life in that 

quiet house, devoted to humdrum cares, a few poor little pleasures, and the duty that 

never seemed to grow any easier” (Little Women 337).  Instead of wishing to remain 

single, Jo begins to fear it, remarking  

‘An old maid – that’s what I’m to be.  A literary spinster, with a pen for a 
spouse, a family of stories for children, and twenty years hence a morsel 
of fame, perhaps; when, like poor Johnson, I’m old, and can’t enjoy it – 
solitary, and can’t share it, independent, and don’t need it.  Well, I needn’t 
be a sour saint nor a selfish sinner; and, I dare say, old maids are very 
comfortable when they get used to it; but—’ and there Jo sighed, as if the 
prospect was not inviting. (Alcott, Little Women 342-3) 
	  

In this interim, Jo seems to have decided that marriage might not be such a bad thing after 

all.  As she tells Meg, “‘Marriage is an excellent thing after all.  I wonder if I should 

blossom out, half as well as you have, if I tried it, always ‘perwisin’ ‘I could’” (Alcott, 

Little Women 338).  When the prospect of marrying Professor Bhaer presents itself, Jo 

does not seem to waste much time taking advantage of the opportunity.  Nevertheless, 

Alcott did not allow Jo to marry just anyone.  In order for the marriage to work, which it 
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has to in this case, Jo must marry someone who is willing to accept her as the headstrong 

creature that she is and who is willing to let her continue in her ways.  As Leach wrote 

about in True Love and Perfect Union, Alcott believes that in order for a marriage to be 

successful, it must be based on equals and be free from gender roles and expectations.  Jo 

finds this same belief system in Professor Bhaer and therefore is allowed to marry him.  

Although Heilbrun suggests that Alcott was forced to marry Jo to someone and thus 

created the only possible spouse she was willing to allow her main character to marry, it 

could also be argued that Alcott herself experienced many of these same lonely emotions 

as Jo.  In order to truly understand the emotions Jo goes through during this period, 

Alcott too must have felt them which leaves one to wonder if she herself did not regret 

that no one reasonable ever presented himself as a potential spouse for her in real life. 

 Elizabeth Janeway comments on the fact that while Jo does marry, she does not 

exactly follow the normal expected roles for women during the period.  As Janeway 

writes, Jo becomes, “not a sweet little wife but a matriarch: mistress of the professor’s 

school, mother of healthy sons (while Amy and Laurie have only one sickly daughter), 

and cheerful, active manager of events and people” (237).  Alcott did not disagree with 

marriage entirely but she most certainly did not see it in the same way as most people did 

during the nineteenth century.  Through her novels, especially those directed to her young 

female readers, it seems as if Alcott was attempting to change this mindset.  As Katherine 

Butler in “‘A Useful, Happy Woman’: Feminine Transcendentalism in the Works of 

Louisa May Alcott” states, “while Alcott’s heroines are in many ways an affirmation of 

nineteenth-century domesticity, in just as many ways they are not” (11).  Citing another 
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critic, Nina Baym, Butler writes that “Alcott’s heroines often aspire to a home of some 

sort, but a home not dominated by male authority” (11).  As Butler explains, “Alcott’s 

conception of marriage, an end goal of the sentimental heroine, is often companionate 

and egalitarian.  This is not unique to Alcott; in fact, the companionate marriage is an 

important revision of the sentimental novel” (11). 

 As with Adam Bede and Moods, The Mill on the Floss contains a significant love 

triangle which detrimentally impacts the main characters’ lives.  Maggie visits Tom 

occasionally while he is away at Mr. Stelling’s school and it is after Philip Wakem also 

begins attending this same school that Maggie really gets to know him.  Although Philip 

“was the son of that wicked Lawyer Wakem who made her father so angry,” she decides 

that “he must be very clever” and “she hoped he would think her rather clever too when 

she came to talk to him” (Eliot, Mill on the Floss 177).  Even though Philip is a 

hunchback, Maggie “had rather a tenderness for deformed things; she preferred the wry-

necked lambs because it seemed to her that the lambs which were quite strong and well 

made wouldn’t mind so much about being petted, and she was especially fond of petting 

objects that would think it very delightful to be petted by her” (Eliot, Mill on the Floss 

177).  Tom and Maggie get to know Philip better and better and find that they enjoy his 

company quite well; however, there is always the underlying issue of their fathers’ hatred 

toward one another.  Nevertheless, Mr. Tulliver is willing to allow this friendship 

between the children so long as it does not go too far.  As Mr. Tulliver tells Tom and 

Maggie, “‘if he’s good to you, try and make him amends, and be good to him.  He’s a 

poor crooked creature and takes after his dead mother.  But don’t you be getting too thick 
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with him; he’s got his father’s blood in him too.  Aye, aye, the grey colt may chance to 

kick like his black sire’” (Eliot, Mill on the Floss 184).  

 As they grow into young adults, this friendship which had developed over the 

years becomes much more complicated because contrary to her father’s advice, Maggie 

does get rather “too thick with” Philip (Eliot, Mill on the Floss 184).  Nearly grown up 

now, Maggie, nevertheless, has learned new societal rules and expectations and when 

meeting Philip again after much time apart, “she remembered her promise to kiss him, 

but as a young lady who had been at a boarding-school she knew now that such a 

greeting was out of the question” (Eliot, Mill on the Floss 185).  Now that she is a young 

lady, Maggie also realizes that their friendship is threatened by the hostility between their 

fathers.  As Eliot writes, when Mr. Tulliver  

was actually engaged in the long-threatened lawsuit, and Wakem, as the 
agent at once of Pivart and Old Harry, was acting against him, even 
Maggie felt with some sadness that they were not likely ever to have any 
intimacy with Philip again; the very name of Wakem made her father 
angry, and she had once heard him say that if that crook-backed son lived 
to inherit his father’s ill-gotten gains, there would be a curse upon him. 
(Mill on the Floss 186) 
  	  

Maggie, who is quite drawn to Philip understands that this disagreement between their 

fathers has likely eliminated any sort of potential between she and Philip.  As Haight 

points out in his article, “The Mill on the Floss” published in A Century of George Eliot 

Criticism, while the type of relationship Maggie has with Philip is debatable “her 

affection for him always comprises more pity than love” (341), there is nonetheless, 

always the notion that Maggie and Philip could have made a great pair had they only 

been allowed to pursue their attraction to one another without the constant feeling that 
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they were going against their families’ wishes.  Philip is clearly in love with Maggie and 

at least until the introduction of Stephen Guest, Maggie seems to be in love with Philip 

also. 

 Maggie’s loyalty to her father and brother result in her giving up her own hopes 

and desires.  Although Maggie seems unwilling to ever disobey her father, she is 

particularly obsessed with receiving approval from Tom.  According to Ermarth, Maggie 

learns and internalizes the notion that she is not-male, and thus wrong in some way (588-

9) and by learning and internalizing this notion, she becomes dependent on others for 

their love and approval.  As Ermarth states, Maggie “has already learned to defer to 

others in place of developing a sense of her own authority; hence what she learns to fear 

most is the withdrawal of approval” (592).  Furthermore, Ermarth claims that “her need 

for love is a morbid dependency, and Tom uses it to master her, threatening to hate her if 

she is not just what he requires” (593).  As a consequence, Maggie despairs “at being shut 

out from acceptance by Tom” (Ermarth 597).   

These of course are very interesting points to consider when comparing Maggie 

and Tom’s relationship to that of Eliot and her own brother, Isaac Evans.  As Kathryn 

Hughes writes in George Eliot: The Last Victorian, “in her depiction of the young Tom 

Tulliver Marian excavated the origins of the beloved boy who had grown up to be the 

stern, unyielding Isaac Evans” (227).  According to Hughes, even though Tom likes 

Philip, he “is unable to moderate his view of the world to allow Maggie to continue to 

meet the man whom she is half in love.  He is, in Eliot’s famous phrase, a ‘man of 
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maxims’ who applies clumsy moral generalisations to unique and delicate circumstances” 

(227).  As Hughes writes in connection to Eliot’s own life,  

If Tom is unable to accommodate the situation with Philip Wakem, how 
much less is he able to understand Maggie’s brief infatuation with Stephen 
Guest.  In the scene when she returns from her chaste night on the boat, he 
greets her with spitting rage.  Marian had informed Isaac of her own 
elopement by letter and had never had to face his immediate reaction, only 
his settled contempt.  In this encounter between Maggie and Tom she 
imaginatively worked out how that conversation might have gone between 
herself and Isaac.  Tom, ‘trembling and white with disgust and 
indignation,’ shouts at her, ‘You will find no home with me.’  Maggie tries 
to explain that her relationship with Stephen is sexually innocent – 
something which Marian could not claim with Lewes – but Tom is unable 
to hear her.  Instead, he rages at her in a way which Marian remembered 
from those endless rows during the holy war[9] when Isaac accused her of 
consulting only her own wishes.  ‘You struggled with your feelings, you 
say.  Yes!  I have had feelings to struggle with – but I conquered them.  I 
have had a harder life than you have had; but I have found my comfort in 
doing my duty.  But I will sanction no such character as yours: the world 
shall know that I feel the difference between right and wrong.’ (227) 
 

Rosemarie Bodenheimer in The Real Life of Mary Ann Evans: George Eliot, Her Letters 

and Fiction also concurs with this conclusion that Philip is representative of Lewes, or at 

least representative of the strained relationship between brother and sister as a result of an 

unapproved love (107).  Clearly, the connection to Eliot’s own life is close. 

 In real life, Eliot did not seem to feel the obligation to submit to her father and 

brother as she does for Maggie in The Mill on the Floss.  In real life, Eliot had refused to 

go to church with her father, among many other things which caused great distress in 

their relationship, and although she seems to have wanted her brother’s approval, just as 

Maggie does, she was content to live without it, refusing to change her life or submit to 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
9 Eliot’s refusal to go to church and the ensuing arguments with her father over this are known as her “holy 
war” period. 
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his way of thinking simply to please him.  In the novel, this is most definitely not the case 

and it shows a much more conservative realistic view of what life would have been like 

for the average woman, who unlike Eliot, was not willing to ostracize herself entirely 

from her family and friends but who knew that in order to maintain peace and keep her 

home, she had no choice but to submit to the desires of the male head of household.  As 

Maggie tells Philip, “‘Not if I were free,’ [. . .] ‘but I am not – I must submit’” (Eliot, The 

Mill on the Floss 307).  When Philip pushes Maggie to discuss their relationship and the 

love they have for one another, she responds, “‘I don’t think I could love anyone better 

than I love you.  I should like always to live with you, to make you happy.  I have always 

been happy when I have been with you.  There is only one thing I will not do for your 

sake; I will never do anything to wound my father.  You must never ask that from me’” 

(Eliot, Mill on the Floss 336).  Even after her father’s death, Maggie still cannot forget 

“‘Tom’s feeling.  He said I must give him up if I married Philip.  And I know he would 

not change – at least not for a long while – unless something happened to soften him’” 

(Eliot, Mill on the Floss 437-8). 

 Just when something does seem to start happening that might “soften” Tom up to 

the idea of Philip and Maggie’s marriage in the form of a potential way to get the mill 

back, disaster strikes in the form of Stephen Guest.  Although Maggie is most certainly 

attracted to Stephen she refuses to follow through with her feelings because they would 

betray Philip and Lucy.  Nevertheless, Maggie finds herself powerless to fight back as 

she is swept away in a boat with Stephen only to return several days later to a brother 

who refuses to listen to her side of the story or to take her back.  Faced with the same 
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reality Eliot herself would have been, Maggie finds the strength to finally do something 

for herself.  At this point in the novel Maggie no longer has her brother’s approval to lose 

and as a result, like Eliot, she “was not without practical intentions; the love of 

independence was too strong an inheritance and a habit for her not to remember that she 

must get her bread; and when other projects looked vague, she fell back on that of 

returning to her plain sewing and so getting enough to pay for her lodging” (Eliot, Mill on 

the Floss 492-3).  Even when her Aunt Glegg offers to help her, Maggie refuses, saying, 

“‘I can’t live with anyone or be dependent on them [. . .]; I must get my own bread’” 

(Eliot, Mill on the Floss 500-1).  When the possibility of reconciliation finally seems 

possible with Tom after he agrees to go with her in the boat during the flood, “some 

wooden machinery had just given way on one of the wharves [. . .] and Tom, looking 

before him, saw death rushing on them.  Huge fragments, clinging together in fatal 

fellowship, made one wide mass across the stream, [. . . and] the next instant the boat was 

no longer seen upon the water, and the huge mass was hurrying on in hideous triumph” 

(Eliot, Mill on the Floss 521).  As Eliot wrote, “the boat reappeared, but brother and sister 

had gone down in an embrace never to be parted, living through again on one supreme 

moment the days when they had clasped their little hands in love and roamed the daised 

fields together” (Mill on the Floss 521). 

 In Jo’s Boys, Alcott provides some interesting commentary on George Eliot.  

When one of the girls at Jo’s school remarks that “‘Speaking of writers reminds me that 

my ambition is to be a George Eliot, and thrill the world!  It must be so splendid to know 

that one has such power, and to hear people own that one possesses a ‘masculine 
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intellect’!  I don’t care for most women’s novels, but hers are immense; don’t you think 

so, Mrs. Bhaer?’” (Alcott, Jo’s Boys 276-7).  Alcott, also known as Mrs. Bhaer, responds, 

“‘Yes; but they don’t thrill me as little Charlotte Brontë’s do.  The brain is there, but the 

heart seems left out.  I admire, but I don’t love, George Eliot; and her life is far sadder to 

me than Miss Brontë’s, because, in spite of the genius, love, and fame, she missed the 

light without which no soul is truly great, good, or happy’” (Alcott, Jo’s Boys 277).  

Although Alcott did not attend church regularly, she was religious and felt a deep 

religious connection with nature.  Eliot, on the other hand, spent her life questioning 

God’s presence.  Alcott was likely commenting on this absence in Eliot’s life when she 

wrote Mrs. Bhaer’s statement.  Clearly, faith was an important aspect of Alcott’s life and 

she believed it was necessary to include in one’s writings and Eliot’s writings, or at least 

her characters, often lacked that religion.  As Eliot wrote in The Mill on the Floss 

regarding the Tullivers and Dodsons, 

Observing these people narrowly, even when the iron hand of misfortune 
has shaken them from their unquestioning hold on the world, one sees 
little trace of religion, still less of a distinctively Christian creed.  Their 
belief in the Unseen, so far as it manifests itself at all, seems to be rather 
of a pagan kind; their moral notions, though held with strong tenacity, 
seem to have no standard beyond hereditary custom.  You could not live 
among such people; you are stifled for want of an outlet towards 
something beautiful, great, or noble; you are irritated with these dull men 
and women, as a kind of population out of keeping with the earth on 
which they live – with this rich plain where the great river flows for ever 
onward, and links the small pulse of the old English town with the 
beatings of the world’s mighty heart.  A vigorous superstition, that lashes 
its gods or lashes its own back, seems to be more congruous with the 
mystery of the human lot, than the mental condition of these emmet-like 
Dodsons and Tullivers. (272) 
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Alcott felt a deep connection between God and the outdoors which she loved so much, 

but she also had a deeply personal experience at the death of her sister which only 

reiterates her belief that there was more to life than what we can readily see.  As she 

wrote in her journal, “a few moments after the last breath came, as Mother and I sat 

silently watching the shadow fall on the dear little face, I saw a light mist rise from the 

body, and float up and vanish in the air.  Mother’s eyes followed mine, and when I said, 

‘What did you see?’ she described the same light mist.  Dr. G. said it was the life 

departing visibly” (Cheney 98). 

Not only did Alcott not agree with Eliot’s religious philosophy and her 

pessimistic, all too realistic views of the world, but Alcott was also able to more fully 

appreciate the qualities of being a woman.  Mrs. Bhaer’s student comments on Eliot’s 

“masculine intellect” which is a very accurate description.  Like Dorothea in 

Middlemarch, Eliot was in a constant search for more knowledge.  While Alcott, on the 

other hand, also wished to have the freedoms men have, as she so keenly depicts through 

her character of Jo March Bhaer, she was also able to enjoy and relish the time she spent 

doing womanly activities.  Eliot never knew much of her own mother and she did not 

have the sisterly affections Alcott did.  As a result, her household duties were most likely 

done alone, whereas Alcott had a house full of women to enjoy these duties with.  

Through the laughter and tears that would have come while mending clothes and washing 

dishes, Alcott learned to enjoy female company while still having an ambition for 

knowledge and culture.  Eliot was in many ways all alone in life and as such, never was 

able to know or enjoy moments such as Alcott did.  It is through these personal life 
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experiences that Alcott was able to write from the heart, as Brontë, who also had sisters, 

was as well, while Eliot, was not.   
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Chapter 4 

Middlemarch, Work, Daniel Deronda, and Moods (1882 Edition)1 

  

Little Women and The Mill on the Floss are well known for being biographical 

interpretations of Louisa May Alcott and George Eliot’s own lives.  Not only did many of 

the events which occur in the novels also happen in real life for these two authors, but Jo 

March and Maggie Tulliver also display many of the same beliefs and ideas Alcott and 

Eliot did in their own lives.  While Jo and Maggie are biographical representations of the 

authors relating to their childhoods and family lives, Eliot’s Middlemarch (1871-2) and 

Alcott’s Work (1873) can also be said to be biographical interpretations of the authors’ 

lives.  However, instead of being biographical about their childhoods and young adult 

lives as Little Women and The Mill on the Floss are, Middlemarch and Work are 

biographical of Alcott and Eliot as mature adult women.  While neither Alcott nor Eliot 

follow in the footsteps of their main characters exactly, the ideology of Dorothea Brooke 

Casaubon Ladislaw in Middlemarch and Christie Devon Sterling in Work do match their 

creators’ ideologies. 

With the publication of Little Women, Alcott’s life was drastically changed.  

While she may have been a respected author prior to Little Women, after its publication 

she was a celebrity, particularly to young girls who loved the story and were begging for 

more.  It is at this point in her life that Cheney describes in her biography, Louisa May 

Alcott: Her Life, Letters and Journals: “People begin to come and stare at the Alcotts.  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1 The discussion in this chapter will focus primarily on the revised 1882 edition.  See Chapter 2 for a 
thorough discussion of the 1864 edition. 
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Reporters haunt the place to look at the authoress, who dodges into the woods á la 

Hawthorne, and won’t be even a very small lion” (207-8).  The success of Little Women 

was life changing for Alcott in many ways.  Not only did it lead to an entire series of 

stories including Little Men, Jo’s Boys, Eight Cousins, Rose in Bloom, and An Old-

Fashioned Girl, but as Myerson, Shealy, and Stern point out in The Journals of Lousia 

May Alcott, “after Alcott’s great success with Little Women the self-examination that 

persists in her journals becomes more and more philosophical, if not moralistic” (7).  As 

they write, “in 1874, at the height of her popularity as America’s best-loved author of 

juvenile fiction, she commented: ‘When I had the youth I had no money; now I have the 

money I have no time; and when I get the time, if I ever do, I shall have no health to 

enjoy life’” (Myerson, Journals 7).  As Myerson, Shealy, and Stern also explain, “Little 

Women would not only bring her financial ease for the remainder of her life but change 

the direction of her literary style, her readership, and her image” (Journals 22).  

However, it also brought with it fame which Alcott was not accustomed to and did not 

particularly like.   

Little Women was initially published in two volumes with the first volume ending 

before any of the marriages took place.  Alcott’s young readers demanded that the March 

girls marry and particularly were set on having Jo marry Laurie, which Alcott absolutely 

refused to do.  As she wrote in her journal on November 1, 1868, “‘Girls write to ask who 

the little women marry, as if that was the only end and aim of a woman’s life.  I won’t 

marry Jo to Laurie to please any one’” (Myerson, Journals 167).  As Elizabeth Lennox 

Keyser notes in Whispers in the Dark: The Fiction of Louisa May Alcott, “in refusing to 
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marry Jo to Laurie, Alcott conveys her recognition that in society as it was then 

constituted such androgynous wholeness as would have been theirs – and as she had 

symbolically envisioned in Moods and A Marble Woman – was impossible” (67).  Nina 

Auerbach writes in her article, “Austen and Alcott on Matriarchy: New Women or New 

Wives?” that “the real rightness” of Jo’s refusal to marry Laurie, “springs from the fact 

that Laurie can only make his comrade a lady, but Professor Bhaer, an educator, can 

make her a cosmic mother – the greatest power available in her domestic world” (24).  

Sarah Elbert also gives her commentary on the subject in A Hunger for Home: 

Louisa May Alcott and Little Women, stating that “Laurie’s proposal reveals just how 

much ‘scribbling’ really means to Jo.  If merely saving her ‘pathetic family’ from poverty 

were her only motivation, she might marry Laurie and enrich them all.  She might even 

produce leisured graceful literature under his patronage.  But she won’t be patronized and 

she won’t concede” (161-2).  As Jo tells Laurie, “‘I don’t believe I shall ever [sic] marry’ 

[. . .] ‘I am happy as I am, and love my liberty too well to be in any hurry to give it up for 

any mortal man’” (Elbert, Hunger for Home 162). 

Regardless of Alcott’s true reasons for refusing to marry Jo to Laurie, it is clear 

that while Alcott was forced at times to write storylines she may not have been entirely 

pleased with, there was a limit to what she was willing to agree to.  Marrying Jo to Laurie 

was not something she was willing to negotiate as she did not believe it would have been 

a good match for either of them.  On the other hand, the marriage to Professor Bhaer is 

acceptable because, as Elbert writes, “Bhaer is a man Jo can love and marry.  A mature 

adult capable of raising his two orphaned nephews, he does not need Jo to mother him, 
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although she is drawn to do so.  Bhaer is more attracted to her youth and independent 

spirit” (Elbert, Hunger for Home 163).  Furthermore, “there is no end to [Bhaer’s] 

domesticity or his capacity for cooperative self-sacrifice” (Elbert, Hunger for Home 163).  

This theme of what makes an acceptable spouse and a good marriage is one that we see 

developed in Work as well.  It is pertinent to note that while Little Women was published 

in 1868-9 and Work was not published until several years later, in 1873, Alcott had 

actually begun writing Work long before she ever dreamed of writing Little Women.  

Alcott was working on Work as early as January 1861 (Cheney 124), if not before, and it 

was a novel she continued to work on and perfect for many years until it finally reached 

completion and was published in 1873.  According to Cheney, Work, was originally titled 

“Success” and “represents her own personal experience more than any other book” (265).   

In Work, Christie Devon, the protagonist, decides that she does not want to be like 

the other girls in her small farming community.  She cannot see herself happy as just a 

farmer’s wife and as such, she decides that she wants to go out into the world and make 

something of herself.  She first becomes a servant, then an actress, a governess, a 

companion, and a seamstress, all before she falls on hard times.  During this difficult 

time, Christie goes to stay with the Wilkins and eventually with the Sterlings.  While 

staying with the Sterlings, Christie discovers a way of life which she had been seeking 

and she also meets her true love, David, whom she later marries.   

Due to the overlap of Alcott’s writing of multiple novels at the same time, it is 

important to consider and compare Little Women, Work, and Moods, for their similar and 

divergent themes.  In many ways, Jo’s marriage to Professor Bhaer is very comparable to 
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Christie’s marriage to David in that both are marriages which Alcott specifically designed 

to show her readers what a potential spouse and marriage should look like and how 

wonderful marriage could be when a correct match is made.  Likewise, a comparison to 

Alcott’s Moods is also relevant as it shows the outcome of a bad match made for the 

wrong reasons.  The 1864 version of the novel shows an absolutely disastrous outcome 

with Sylvia’s death coming as a direct result of her troubled marriage and her inability to 

resolve herself to her fate; however, the 1882 revision of Moods, while a better outcome, 

still demonstrates a less than happy resolution, but one in which Sylvia is nonetheless 

able to resign herself to her duty in marriage. 

By the time Eliot published Middlemarch, she too had gained significant notoriety 

and fame.  As Sandra Gilbert and Susan Gubar write in The Madwoman in the Attic: The 

Woman Writer and the Nineteenth-Century Literary Imagination,  

Not only were Adam Bede and The Mill on the Floss extremely popular 
and financially successful; by the time of the publication of Middlemarch 
Eliot was acclaimed throughout England as a writer who could honestly 
confront the doubts and despair of her generation and still leave her 
readers with a heartening sense that profound values of humor, love, and 
duty would prevail. (468) 
 

Also published between The Mill on the Floss (1861) and Middlemarch (1871-2) are two 

other significant novels worth mentioning, Romola (1863) and Felix Holt (1866).  While 

neither gained the same lasting popularity with the general reading population as The Mill 

on the Floss and Middlemarch have, Romola and Felix Holt are still extremely significant 

works in their own right.  It is also interesting to note that like with Alcott, there were 

definite themes developing in Eliot’s novels.  In George Eliot: A Life, Rosemary Ashton 

writes, referring to Romola, “in several scenes between husband and wife [Tito and 
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Romola] George Eliot shows her wonderful ability, realized most fully in Middlemarch, 

to represent in painful dialogue the successive stages of a marriage begun in hope and 

ending in conflict and despair” (261-2).  Like Alcott, Eliot was demonstrating the fact 

that in order for a marriage to be successful, certain qualities had to be in place.  A 

mismatched marriage ultimately leads to despair.  As Ashton points out, we see this in 

Middlemarch as well, between Lydgate and Rosamond (262) and of course, between 

Dorothea and Casaubon. 

 While Middlemarch primarily tells the story of Dorothea and her disastrous 

marriage to Casaubon, it also has numerous underlying stories, such as that of Lydgate 

and Rosamond, who like Dorothea and Casaubon, are also an unhappily married couple.  

Dorothea marries Casaubon because she thinks he possesses knowledge, which as his 

wife, she hopes could at least partially be imparted to her.  Dorothea has a thirst for 

knowledge and learning and as a female, she has been consistently denied this ambition.  

She marries Casaubon but her expectations are far from fulfilled; she is not included in 

Casaubon’s scholarly ambitions and as a result, the marriage soon becomes an unhappy 

one.  Thankfully for Dorothea, Casaubon is well advanced in age so it is not long before 

he passes away and she is freed from her bad marriage decision.   

 Daniel Deronda (1876) was Eliot’s last major novel and as Gordon S. Haight tells 

us in George Eliot: A Biography, it was also “her only novel of contemporary life” (458).  

As Haight writes,  

The English society depicted in her earlier novels was relatively stable; 
change in class or rank was rare.  In the forty years since the Reform Bill 
life had changed radically.  The railway had penetrated to the remotest 
regions; the telegraph provided them instant communication; the Suez 
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Canal had shrunk the globe.  Men moved around it at speeds undreamt of, 
amassing riches at home and abroad. (Biography 458)   
 

According to Haight, Eliot’s novel, Daniel Deronda, reflects these changes, showing, 

Not only the stately halls of Brackenshaw Castle and Topping Abbey, the 
drawing-rooms in Park Lane and Grosvenor Square, but touches the 
international scene as well – Frankfurt, Hamburg, Mainz, Vienna, Prague, 
Genoa, Trieste, St. Petersburg, Beirut, Palestine, even New York. [. . .] Its 
social range is equally wide.  Aristocrats mingle with parvenus; 
adventurers make vast fortunes and lose them. (Biography 458) 
 

 Much like Middlemarch, Daniel Deronda tells the story of a young woman who 

in many ways does not fit the stereotypical portrait of the Victorian woman.  Both 

Dorothea and the main female character in Daniel Deronda, Gwendolen Harleth, are both 

stubborn and neither particularly enjoy the stereotypical female roles they are expected to 

follow.  Dorothea sees her escape in her marriage to Casaubon and Gwendolen finds hers 

in her marriage to the rich Henleigh Grandcourt.  Like Maggie in The Mill on the Floss, 

Gwendolen’s family is nearly ruined by financial disaster and in an effort to avoid the 

harsh realities they are about to face, Gwendolen makes a rash decision to marry 

Grandcourt, in large part due to his great fortune.  Gwendolen also believes that as 

Grandcourt’s wife, she will be more likely to keep her freedom than she might be able to 

do as another man’s wife.  However, like Dorothea who was mistaken in her assumption 

that marrying Casaubon would lead to the scholarly life she desired, so too is Gwendolen 

mistaken in thinking that she will be free and wealthy as Grandcourt’s wife. 

 Eliot was also committed to other various themes throughout her writing, 

including equality between the sexes and educational rights for women.  As Rosemarie 

Bodenheimer states in The Real Life of Mary Ann Evans: George Eliot, Her Letters and 
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Fiction, while Marian did have an “argument for the distinct function of men and women 

[it] was based on physical and physiological difference: in her view women suffer bodily 

more than men, and therefore they acquire a compensatory ‘moral evolution’ that 

underlies their ‘special moral influence’ through love and affection” (177-8).  As Ashton 

adds, Eliot also wrote in various other publications regarding, “the importance of both 

sexes of bringing women into touch with ‘a common fund of ideas,’” making “the case 

for female equality on grounds not only of common justice but also of the desirability for 

men that their wives and partners should be educated to the same standard as men 

themselves” (143).  In her 1855 essay on Margaret Fuller and Mary Wollstonecraft, Eliot 

wrote, 

There is a notion commonly entertained among men that an instructed 
woman, capable of having opinions, is likely to prove an impracticable 
yoke-fellow, always pulling one way when her husband wants to go the 
other, oracular in tone, and prone to give curtain lectures on metaphysics.  
But, surely, so far as obstinacy is concerned, your unreasoning animal is 
the most unmanageable of creatures, where you are not allowed to settle 
the question by a cudgel, a whip and bridle, or even a string to the leg.  For 
our own parts, we see no consistent or commodious medium between the 
old plan of corporal discipline and that thorough education of women 
which will make them rational beings in the highest sense of the word. 
(qtd. in Ashton 143) 
 

Eliot supposedly felt “a close affinity with Margaret Fuller and Mary Wollstonecraft, 

with their boldness, their honesty, their yearnings, and also their propensity to despair” 

(Ashton 143) and thus, would have agreed with many of their feministic arguments.   

As Bodenheimer writes, “when it came to higher education, [Eliot] was willing to 

support it as a means to unite men and women in their moral apprehension of the duties 

of life” (177-8).  This is another theme which Eliot took up not only in The Mill on the 
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Floss when Maggie is denied an education, but also in Middlemarch when Dorothea 

makes the mistake of marrying someone solely because she believes him to be scholarly, 

with the false belief that being his wife would allow her to become more knowledgeable 

herself.  As we see from the examples of Maggie and Dorothea, Eliot believed that if a 

woman wanted an education, she should be allowed to pursue it, not be forced to take 

drastic measures like Dorothea does in a false hope that she might be able to receive it by 

way of a husband. 

 

Class 

 As with so many of Alcott and Eliot’s novels, class status and financial matters 

are major considerations in both Middlemarch and Work.  Not only does Dorothea donate 

time and money through her devotion to the hospital and cottage projects in an effort to 

make the community a better place for those who might be less fortunate or going 

through a time of need, but more importantly, in both Middlemarch and Work, there is 

significant plot development relating to marrying for money versus marrying for love and 

the resulting consequences of each. 

 As Meg says in Little Women, “‘men have to work, and women to marry for 

money.  It’s a dreadfully unjust world’” (Alcott 129).  Rosamond Vincy in Middlemarch 

apparently believes wholeheartedly in this idea.  As Eliot wrote, 

Poor Lydgate! or shall I say, Poor Rosamond!  Each lived in a world of 
which the other knew nothing.  It had not occurred to Lydgate that he had 
been the subject of eager meditation to Rosamond, who had neither any 
reason for throwing her marriage into distant perspective, nor any 
pathological studies to divert her mind from that ruminating habit, that 
inward repetition of looks, words and phrases, which makes a large part in 



Texas Tech University, Elizabeth M. Myers, December 2010 

148 

the lives of most girls. [. . .] He had not meant to look at her or speak to 
her with more than the inevitable amount of admiration and compliment 
which a man must give to a beautiful girl; indeed, it seemed to him that his 
enjoyment of her music had remained almost silent, for he feared falling 
into the rudeness of telling her his great surprise at her possession of such 
accomplishment.  But Rosamond had registered every look and word, and 
estimated them as the opening incidents of a preconceived romance – 
incidents which gather value from the foreseen development and climax.  
In Rosamond’s romance it was not necessary to imagine much about the 
inward life of the hero, or of his serious business in the world: of course, 
he had a profession and was clever, as well as sufficiently handsome; but 
the piquant fact about Lydgate was his good birth, which distinguished 
him from all Middlemarch admirers, and presented marriage as a prospect 
of rising in rank and getting a little nearer to that celestial condition on 
earth in which she would have nothing to do with vulgar people, and 
perhaps at last associate with relatives quite equal to the country people 
who looked down on the Middlemarchers.  It was part of Rosamond’s 
cleverness to discern very subtly the faintest aroma of rank, and once 
when she had seen the Miss Brookes accompanying their uncle at the 
county assizes, and seated among the aristocracy, she had envied them, 
notwithstanding their plain dress. (Middlemarch 157)  
 

According to Eliot, Rosamond’s aunt Bulstrode “had two sincere wishes for Rosamond – 

that she might show a more serious turn of mind, and that she might meet with a husband 

whose wealth corresponded to her habits” (Middlemarch 158-9).  When Rosamond meets 

Lydgate, the new surgeon in town, she believes she has found just that.  However, despite 

her belief that she possesses a “cleverness to discern very subtly the faintest aroma of 

rank” (Eliot, Middlemarch 157), Rosamond’s cleverness in this situation is mistaken; 

Lydgate does not have wealth nor any real significant relations of rank.  Unfortunately 

for Rosamond, and also Lydgate, she does not figure this out until it is too late and she 

has already connived her way into marrying him.   

 Rosamond’s search for wealth and rank lead to an unhappy marriage to a man 

who tries to provide for her and ameliorate her desires as much as possible but who 
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ultimately finds himself doing so on credit, which eventually leads to financial ruin and 

social embarrassment for them both when Lydgate’s salary dwindles and he can no 

longer afford the decently lavish lifestyle they had been attempting to lead.  In contrast, 

Dorothea, who does have some wealth of her own, and who inherits even more wealth 

when Casaubon dies, chooses to give up her inheritance in order to find happiness.  This 

contrast between main characters and the lessons learned by Dorothea emphasize Eliot’s 

contribution to a genre of literature designed to evoke social thought and evaluation. 

Although Dorothea realizes she made a mistake by marrying Casaubon for his 

knowledge, the age difference between them becomes her saving grace by leaving her a 

young widow.  However, Casaubon knew that she was attracted to Will Ladislaw and as 

such, made sure that he included a codicil in his will that forbid her from marrying 

Ladislaw on the basis of having to forfeit her inheritance if she did.  Nevertheless, 

Dorothea decides that the money is not worth the sacrifice.  While she does still have 

some money of her own, Dorothea takes a significant financial hit when she opts for love 

over money.  Nevertheless, Dorothea would rather live a modest life and be happy than to 

live an unhappy but wealthy lifestyle.  As Eliot writes, “Dorothea herself had no dreams 

of being praised above other women, feeling that there was always something better 

which she might have done, if she had only been better and known better.  Still, she never 

repented that she had given up position and fortune to marry Will Ladislaw” 

(Middlemarch 791).  In contrast, “Lydgate’s hair never became white.  He died when he 

was only fifty, leaving his wife [Rosamond] and children provided for by a heavy 

insurance on his life” (Eliot, Middlemarch 790).  But, this was still not enough for 
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Rosamond as she “afterwards married an elderly and wealthy physician, who took kindly 

to her four children.  She made a very pretty show with her daughters, driving out in her 

carriage, and often spoke of her happiness as ‘a reward’” (Eliot, Middlemarch 791).  

Likewise, a similar comparison is made in Work when Christie must choose 

whether to marry for money or wait and hopefully someday marry for love.  Christie 

realizes that the wealthy Mr. Fletcher is trying to court her, and although she at first 

decides to “‘try not to be worldly-minded and marry without love,’” she changes her 

mind, saying that “‘it does look tempting to a poor soul like me’” (Alcott, Work 64).  As 

Alcott writes, “So Christie made up her mind to accept, if this promotion was offered her; 

and while she waited, went through so many alternations of feeling, and was so harassed 

by doubts and fears that she sometimes found herself wishing it had never occurred to 

her” (Work 64).  Mr. Fletcher cannot imagine her declining his offer because just like 

everything else, he thinks he can also buy himself a wife of his choosing (Alcott, Work 

65).  But, when he comes to propose and finds Christie reading Jane Eyre and asks for 

her opinion of Rochester, he is presented with an opinion he did not quite expect and 

Christie replies to his next question, the marriage proposal, with a response which 

surprises her as well.   

As Christine Doyle tells us in Louisa May Alcott & Charlotte Brontë: 

Transatlantic Translations, although Alcott might have enjoyed Brontë’s fictions, she did 

not always agree with them.  According to Doyle, “the single life, then, represents to 

Alcott much more of an overt choice than the doomed fate it represents to Brontë.  

Unmarried herself, Alcott consistently created characters for whom this life was a joyful 
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and conscious choice, even in those works in which Brontë’s presence is markedly felt” 

(121-2).  As Alcott tells us after Mr. Fletcher proposes in Work, “Christie thought her 

reply was all ready; but when the moment came, she found it was not, and sat silent, 

feeling as if that ‘Yes’ would promise far more than she could give” (66).  Mr. Fletcher 

almost pleads with Christie, telling her that “‘you shall take your place in the world as my 

wife.  You will fill it well, I fancy, and I shall be a happy man.  I’ve had my own way all 

my life, and I mean to have it now, so smile, and say, ‘Yes, Philip,’ like a sweet soul, as 

you are’” (Alcott, Work 67).  However, 

Christie did not smile, and felt no inclination to say ‘Yes, Philip,’ for that 
last speech of his jarred on her ear.  The tone of unconscious 
condescension in it wounded the woman’s sensitive pride; self was too 
apparent, and the most generous words seemed to her like bribes.  This 
was not the lover she had dreamed of, the brave, true man who gave her 
all, and felt it could not half repay the treasure of her innocent, first love.  
This was not the happiness she had hoped for, the perfect faith, the glad 
surrender, the sweet content that made all things possible, and changed 
this work-a-day world into a heaven while the joy lasted.  She had decided 
to say ‘yes,’ but her heart said ‘no’ decidedly, and with instinctive loyalty 
she obeyed it, even while she seemed to yield to the temptation which 
appeals to three of the strongest foibles in most women’s nature, -- vanity, 
ambition, and the love of pleasure. (Alcott, Work 67-8) 
 

 In addition to the overall plots relating to marrying for money versus marrying for 

love, both Dorothea and Christie must go through various stages in their lives.  Book III 

of Middlemarch is entitled “Waiting for Death” and while it ends with Mr. Featherstone’s 

death, the expectation is also there for Casaubon’s impending death as well.  Casaubon’s 

death will without a doubt free Dorothea from the bad marriage she has gotten herself 

into.  Likewise, in Work, Christie also waits and hopes for death, except, instead of it 

being someone else’s, it is hers.  Alcott herself contemplated suicide in a situation very 
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similar to Christie’s.  After her older sister, Anna, was married and her younger sister, 

Beth, died, Alcott moved to Boston where she began looking for work.  According to 

John Matteson in Eden’s Outcasts: The Story of Louisa May Alcott and Her Father,  

The family’s finances remained precarious, and they still needed a 
breadwinner more than a housekeeper.  The hunt for work went badly, and 
it seemed to her that, in the busy, anxious swirl of Boston, no one cared 
whether Miss Alcott from Concord found a position, or indeed, whether 
she lived at all.  Her drive and determination abruptly deserted her.  The 
family circle had lost two sisters.  Perhaps it would be best for it to lose a 
third.  She thought of jumping into the Charles River, and she could not 
banish the idea.  Her feet led her to the Mill Dam, and she gazed hard into 
the water. (240) 
 

Alcott knew well the feelings of “loneliness and frustration” which Ruth MacDonald 

writes about in her book, Louisa May Alcott, in connection to the near suicide attempts of 

the real life Louisa and the fictional Christie, as well as those of several other characters 

in the novel, Matty Stone, Helen Carroll, and Rachel Sterling (86).  As Cheney tells us, 

much of Christie’s experience and decisions stem from Alcott’s life itself.  According to 

Cheney, “Christie is Louisa herself under very thin disguise; and all her own experiences, 

as servant, governess, companion, seamstress, and actress are brought in to give vividness 

to the picture” (129). 

 While working as a seamstress, Christie meets Rachel.  Christie is initially drawn 

to Rachel by her “quiet, skilful” nature and her “peculiar face, and silent ways” (Alcott, 

Work 103).  Christie  

Fell to studying this young woman with some curiosity, for she was 
different from the others.  Though evidently younger than she looked, 
Rachel’s face was that of one who had known some great sorrow, some 
deep experience; for there were lines on the forehead that contrasted 
strongly with the bright, abundant hair above it; in repose, the youthfully 
red, soft lips had a mournful droop, and the eyes were old with that 
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indescribable expression which comes to those who count their lives by 
emotions, not by years. (Alcott, Work 103)   
 

Christie does not know it yet, but Rachel is a fallen woman who has been hiding her past 

from her employer.  When the employer finds out, Christie stands up for her, pleading 

with the employer to not fire Rachel.  Mrs. King, the employer, responds to Christie, 

“‘I’m surprised at you!  By no means; it would be the ruin of my establishment; not a girl 

would remain, and the character of my rooms would be lost for ever’” (Alcott, Work 

108).  To associate and assist a “fallen” woman during this time was to join in the 

complicity of her sin by accepting it.  Mrs. King refuses to associate herself with this but 

Christie is willing to give up her own reputation in order to help Rachel, who she sees is 

clearly in need of assistance and a friend.   

When Rachel goes, so too does Christie who refuses to see Rachel thrown out into 

the world alone.  As Christie tells Mrs. King,  

‘If you send her away, I must take her in; for if she does go back to the old 
life, the sin of it will lie at our door, and God will remember it against us 
in the end.  Some one must trust her, help her, love her, and so save her, as 
nothing else will.  Perhaps I can do this better than you, -- at least, I’ll try; 
for even if I risk the loss of my good name, I could bear that better than 
the thought that Rachel had lost the work of these hard years for want of 
upholding now.  She shall come home with me; no one there need know of 
this discovery, and I will take any work to her that you will give me, to 
keep her from want and its temptations.  Will you do this, and let me sew 
for less, if I can pay you for the kindness in no other way?’ (Alcott, Work 
110) 
 

When Mrs. King responds that this proposal is “impossible,” Christie asks Mrs. King, 

“‘do you mean that you wash your hands of me also, if I stand by Rachel?’” to which 

Mrs. King replies, “‘I do.  I’m very sorry, but my young ladies must keep respectable 

company, or leave my service’” (Alcott, Work 110).  True to her name, Christie becomes 
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a Christ-like figure in her ability to look past Rachel’s sins and to help her regain her life 

again. 

 As a result of her friendship and loyalty to Rachel, Christie suffers the loss of her 

job and her income.  She does some independent sewing but does not get much work and 

oftentimes even after doing the work, she does not get paid for it.  Christie also becomes 

very ill and her doctor bills add up causing her to fall further and further into her own 

poverty.  Seeking work at one home, Christie knocks at a door only to see a young bride 

about to be married.  This “pretty picture” is the last straw for a struggling and ill 

Christie, who, when turned away is faced with “a strange sense of desperation at her 

heart” (Alcott, Work 122).  As Alcott tells us, “it was not the refusal, not the fear of want, 

nor the reaction of overtaxed nerves alone; it was the sharpness of the contrast between 

that other woman’s fate and her own that made her wring her hands together, and cry out, 

bitterly: ‘Oh, it isn’t fair, it isn’t right, that she should have so much and I so little’” 

(Work 122-3).  It is at this point that Christie becomes truly suicidal, saying to herself 

“‘better give up trying, and leave room for those who have something to live for’” 

(Alcott, Work 123).  Christie soon comes to a bridge and then turns back into another 

more hidden area where she can drown herself.  Just as she is about to, Rachel, who she 

had lost track of, comes upon her and stops her, repaying Christie in much the same way 

that Christie had done for her at Mrs. King’s.   

 Rachel refers Christie to Mrs. Wilkins, a woman who takes her in and puts her to 

work while renewing Christie both mentally and physically.  Mrs. Wilkins tells Christie 

how she too went through a period when she believed she shouldn’t have had to work as 
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hard as she was having to and that she should have been able to have nice things like she 

saw other people had (Alcott, Work 145).  Mrs. Wilkins explains how this ideology 

nearly drove she and her husband apart and how afterward, she realized just how 

fortunate she really was and how this experience changed her.  From this experience, and 

the experiences to follow with Mr. Power and the Sterlings, Christie learns to be content 

and appreciative of what she has and remembers her mantra to work.  As Ruth 

MacDonald points out,  

Alcott consistently recommends hard, honest work as virtuous and 
redemptive and even compensatory for the lack of love and happiness.  
Christie rescues herself from her suicidal depression by finding ways to be 
helpful around the Wilkins household and by agreeing to go to the 
Sterlings.  She recovers from the shock of David’s death by devoting 
herself to her child and by becoming a philanthropist of sorts, helping 
other women.  She finds that some work is not as wholesome as others; 
the theater, while it pleases her, also degrades those finer sensitivities that 
the Victorians thought belonged especially to women.  But no work, not 
even domestic service, is beneath dignity; as Christie says, ‘I’ll put my 
pride in my pocket, and go out to service.’ (87) 
 

After Christie finds contentment in her work and love with David and a reason to 

live with her daughter, Christie inherits “not an immense fortune, but [a] far larger 

[amount] than she expected” from her Uncle Enos (Alcott, Work 328).  However, while 

“she was very grateful, [. . .] she kept nothing for herself, feeling that David’s pension 

was enough, and preferring the small sum he earned so dearly to the thousands the old 

man had hoarded up for years” (Alcott, Work 328).  Christie devotes her life to making 

herself useful and helping others and as she says at the end of the story, it has been 

“‘nearly twenty years since I set out to seek my fortune.  It has been a long search, but I 

think I have found it at last.  I only asked to be a useful, happy woman, and my wish is 
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granted: for, I believe I am useful; I know I am happy’” (Alcott, Work 329).  Like 

Dorothea who gave up her inheritance from Casaubon in order to marry and find 

happiness with Will Ladislaw, so too does Christie find happiness by giving up her 

inheritance and living a useful life in which she is able to help others. 

Although it took some time, Christie learns exactly what it is that brings true 

happiness.  By the end of Middlemarch, Dorothea has also learned this same lesson.  

Christie turns the inheritance down opting for the meager pension because she realizes 

that she does not need to be rich in order to be happy.  Instead, she learns that true 

happiness can be found when the financial resources are enough to be comfortable, but 

that too much wealth often causes its own troubles, which oftentimes contribute to 

unhappiness.  Christie tells her Aunt Betsey at the outset of the novel that she wishes to 

go out into the world in order to find her place because she simply does not belong in 

“‘this dull town, where the one idea is eat, drink, and get rich’” (Alcott, Work 6).  Instead, 

the analogy is made to two logs in the fireplace.  As Christie says,  

‘That log, with its one dull spot of fire, gives neither light nor warmth, but 
lies sizzling despondently among the cinders.  But the other glows from 
end to end with cheerful little flames that go singing up the chimney with 
a pleasant sound.  Its light fills the room and shines out into the dark; its 
warmth draws us nearer, making the hearth the coziest place in the house, 
and we shall all miss the friendly blaze when it dies. [. . .] I hope my life 
may be like that, so that, whether it be long or short, it will be useful and 
cheerful while it lasts, will be missed when it ends, and leave something 
behind besides ashes.’ (Alcott, Work 9) 
 

When Christie goes to be a companion to a young woman, Helen Carrol, who is 

displaying symptoms of one day going mad, Christie learns that the girl has been 

confined to a virtual prison in her own home, where no one, except Christie and only a 
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select few of the girl’s immediate family, knows the truth about her illness.  Although the 

surroundings have been made to be as beautiful as possible, they are actually quite 

deceiving because of the loneliness and isolation.  As Alcott describes it, when Helen 

takes Christie to her arbor, they find themselves “in a little world where perpetual 

summer reigned.  Vines curtained the roof, slender shrubs and trees made leafy walls on 

either side, flowers bloomed above and below, birds caroled in half-hidden prisons, 

aquariums and ferneries stood all about, and the soft plash of a little fountain made 

pleasant music as it rose and fell” (Work 80).  Referring to the room that has been 

prepared for her when she goes mad, Helen tells Christie, “‘I was not sent away, but for a 

year was shut up in that room yonder where the door is always locked.  If you look in, 

you’ll see barred windows, guarded fire, muffled walls, and other sights to chill your 

blood’” (Alcott, Work 88).  Although the surroundings are beautiful, they, like the home 

of Christie’s Aunt and Uncle, do not result in happiness. Helen’s arbor may be beautiful 

but it is lonely, just as Aunt Betsey and Uncle Enos’ home is.  The room which has the 

windows barred and the fire guarded can also be considered representative of what 

Christie’s life might have been like had she stayed in the little farming community where 

she felt so imprisoned.  As Christie told her Aunt and Uncle when she told them of her 

plans to leave, she needs a cheerful, useful, and even exciting life out in the world, not 

one which would simply result in everyday drudgery.   

Christie even tells Helen’s sister, Bella, to make hers and her brother’s home “‘as 

beautiful and attractive as you can’” but “‘to add to it a new charm by setting the fashion 

of common sense’” (Alcott, Work 339).  As Christie says, “‘Invite all the old friends, and 
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as many new ones as you choose; but have it understood that they are to come as 

intelligent men and women, not as pleasure-hunting beaux and belles; give them 

conversation instead of gossip; less food for the body and more for the mind’” (Alcott, 

Work 339).  Although Christie already had an idea about what would make a home happy 

when she left her Aunt Betsey and Uncle Enos, it is only after staying with Mrs. Wilkins’ 

family and then later, with the Sterlings, that Christie truly experiences this happy home 

feeling.  Although neither the Wilkins,’ nor the Sterlings,’ are wealthy by any stretch of 

the imagination, both are making due with what they have and yet, both families are 

extremely content.  For both the Wilkins and Sterling families, they have found happiness 

and cheerfulness within themselves.  Although the Wilkins’ home is often crazy because 

of all the children, there is never a dull moment, and in that busyness, there is a 

cheerfulness present which is absent in the other more sterile home and work 

environments, such as Helen’s rooms, Aunt Betsey and Uncle Enos’ home, and other 

locations, such as Mrs. King’s seamstress workroom, where although there may be much 

work going on, it is certainly not a cheerful, happy atmosphere. 

Likewise, in Middlemarch, even though Dorothea believes Casaubon’s studies 

will bring her happiness, she is deceived.  As Eliot describes it, “in the weeks since her 

marriage, Dorothea had not distinctly observed but felt with a stifling depression, that the 

large vistas and wide fresh air which she had dreamed of finding in her late husband’s 

mind were replaced by ante-rooms and winding passages which seemed to lead 

nowhither” (Middlemarch 186).  As in some of the descriptions in Work, Helen’s arbor, 

for example, although the outward appearance may be as enticing as the “large vistas” 
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and “wide fresh air,” in Middlemarch, the reality, like in Middlemarch, is often “stifling” 

(Eliot, Middlemarch 186).  The beautiful appearances can be quite deceiving but in 

reality, it is often the less obvious surroundings, such as Mrs. Wilkins’ home, which is 

much more pleasant and fulfilling.  Dorothea makes the mistake of falling for these false 

appearances by marrying Casaubon; nevertheless, after realizing her mistake, she does 

find happiness in her marriage to Will Ladislaw.  Like Christie who gave up her 

inheritance because she believed it would not bring her any more happiness, Dorothea 

also realizes this and gives up her inheritance as well in order to gain true love and 

happiness through her marriage to Will Ladislaw. 

 

Gender 

 Alcott addresses the issue of women’s employment during the nineteenth-century 

in her 1874 essay, “How I Went Out to Service, as well as in her 1873 novel, Work.  

Barbara Welter defines the attributes of True Womanhood in her article, “The Cult of 

True Womanhood,” as consisting of four cardinal virtues: piety, purity, domesticity, and 

submissiveness (152).  As Welter writes, “put them all together and they spelled mother, 

daughter, sister, wife – woman.  Without them, no matter whether there was fame, 

achievement, or wealth, all was ashes.  With them she was promised happiness and 

power” (“Cult of True Womanhood” 152).  According to Welter’s definition, women 

were expected to bring religion to men, to be nurses to their families, to keep their homes 

and families full of cheer and happiness, all while being the perfect woman with the frail 

white hands (“Cult of True Womanhood” 151-2).  A woman who stepped out of these 
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bounds was often considered to be “no woman at all” (Welter, “Cult of True 

Womanhood” 154).  Mary Wollstonecraft, Frances Wright, and Harriet Martineau were 

not considered to be true women because of their feministic actions (Welter, “Cult of 

True Womanhood” 173).   

Furthermore, according to the Cult of True Womanhood, a woman was not 

supposed to have ambition and was not expected to think of financial matters or want to 

work; “she was to work only for pure affection, without thought of money or ambition” 

(Welter, “Cult of True Womanhood” 160).  Housewifery and domesticity were to be the 

roles of women, along with other feminine duties and hobbies (Welter, “True 

Womanhood” 165).  As Martha Vicinus writes in Independent Women: Work and 

Community for Single Women 1850-1920, 

Since the middle of the eighteenth century the doctrine of the separate 
spheres – he for the public, she for the private – had been gaining strength.  
Society had been marked by a progressive isolation of different classes 
and sexes; the economic and social upheaval of the times was controlled 
by erecting clear boundaries.  Rigid social rules ensured the safety of the 
bourgeois family; within the home women were assigned a special 
position as caretakers of morality and religion, for their unique sensibility 
made them alone capable of child care and domestic responsibilities.  
Their influence, however, was based upon preconceived ideas of female 
characteristics.  As a wife and mother, a woman could have power, but 
only within a carefully delimited sphere.  An ideal of domesticity masked 
the exclusion of middle-class women from political, economic, and social 
power. (2) 
 

In Little Women, Alcott provides a perfect example of how she attempted to go beyond 

this stereotypical expectation and how she hoped her young readers would as well.  Not 

only does Jo cross the boundaries into the male world but John Brooke crosses the 
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boundaries into the female world by showing his domestic side and caring for his twin 

babies. 

 In contrast to the theory of True Womanhood which Welter presents, Frances 

Cogan in All-American Girl: The Ideal of Real Womanhood in Mid-Nineteenth Century 

America suggests the “Ideal of the Real Woman or Real Womanhood” (4).  According to 

Cogan, Real Womanhood “offered American women a vision of themselves as 

biologically equal (rationally as well as emotionally) and in many cases markedly 

superior in intellect to what passed for male business sense, scholarship, and theological 

understanding” (5).  Furthermore, the concept of Real Womanhood “demanded that the 

woman’s duty to herself and her loved ones was not, as True Womanhood seems to 

suggest, to die, but rather to live; not to sacrifice herself, but to survive” (Cogan 5).  As 

Cogan writes,  

Survival under the Ideal of Real Womanhood, however, demanded that 
one do so as a woman, not as an androgyne or ‘freak.’ [. . .] Real Women 
survived but remained good daughters, good sisters, wives, and mothers 
because in their own eyes they were important to family and to society; 
they did not survive merely because they owed it to themselves alone to 
do so. (5)   
 

Following the definitions put forth by Cogan, Alcott can be considered to have been more 

of an advocate of the Ideal of Real Womanhood than of the Cult of True Womanhood.  

Of Welter’s four virtues of True Womanhood,2 particularly the characters in many of 

Alcott’s gothic tales were typically not submissive and many of her female characters 

throughout her great body of works, Jo March and Christie Devon, for example, most 

certainly did not follow the definition of domesticity by staying home and not seeking 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
2 The four virtues according to Welter were piety, purity, domesticity, and submissiveness. 
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outside employment.  As Cogan herself writes as an example of Alcott’s belief in the 

theory of Real Womanhood,  

Even Louisa May Alcott’s tomboy heroine Nan in Little Men and Jo’s 
Boys accepts the fact that if she chooses to be a doctor, she will also have 
to choose a solitary life.  And we must remember that though Real 
Womanhood did not insist that marriage was necessary for all women, it 
did accept it as the norm for the majority of them and aimed most of its 
advice at that majority. (254) 
 

Even though Nan realizes that she most likely will have to give up becoming a wife and 

mother in order to become a doctor, as with Cogan’s theory, Nan did not sacrifice her 

childhood dream in order to follow the prescribed notion for women during the period 

which consisted of staying home and being only a wife and mother.  Even though 

Alcott’s female characters are able to pursue their dreams outside the home, their pursuits 

do not require them to give up entirely on their dream of being a wife and mother.  

Although it may be harder, it is still possible for them to “do-it-all.”  If they do not wish 

to become a wife and mother, in Alcott’s fictions, it is perfectly acceptable for them not 

to do so.  However, if they do decide that they wish to become a wife and mother, they 

are able to do so right alongside their careers and outside pursuits.  They do not have to 

give up these careers outside the home in order to become wives and mothers.  As with 

Cogan’s theory, Alcott’s heroines do not give up their lives as women in order to follow 

their dreams. 

Alcott was not below making a servant of herself to others as is evidenced by her 

experience of going to work as a servant in 1851, which she recounts in her 1874 essay, 

“How I Went Out to Service.”  However, despite her refusal to always maintain the prim 

and proper front some of her relatives may have wished her to maintain, Alcott expected 
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to be treated humanely by her employers.  As she writes in “How I Went Out to Service,” 

her romantic delusions of what it meant to be a servant soon vanished when after “a 

week’s acquaintance with the inmates of this old house quite settled [her] opinion, and 

further developments only confirmed it” (Alcott 358).  As she tells us, 

At first I innocently accepted the fraternal invitations to visit the study, 
feeling that when my day’s work was done I earned a right to rest and 
read.  But I soon found that this was not the idea.  I was not to read; but to 
be read to.  I was not to enjoy the flowers, pictures, fire, and books; but to 
keep them in order for my lord to enjoy.  I was also to be a passive bucket, 
into which he was to pour all manner of philosophic, metaphysical, and 
sentimental rubbish.  I was to serve his needs, soothe his sufferings, and 
sympathize with all his sorrows – be a galley slave, in fact. (Alcott, “How 
I Went Out to Service” 358) 
 

While Alcott’s immediate family was not wealthy, she did have wealthy extended family 

and because of this she received a genteel upbringing.  This most likely had the most to 

do with her refusal to accept her employer’s “philosophic, metaphysical, and sentimental 

rubbish” without question.  Alcott then frees her “mind in a declaration of independence, 

delivered in the kitchen, where he found me scrubbing the hearth. [. . .] Stranded on a 

small island of mat, in a sea of soapsuds” (“How I Went Out to Service” 159).  As she 

writes, she “brandished a scrubbing brush, as [she] indignantly informed him that [she] 

came to be a companion to his sister, not to him, and [that she] should keep that post or 

none” (Alcott, “How I Went Out to Service” 359). 

 Likewise, her novel, Work, is also representative of experiences Alcott had in her 

own life.  As Alcott supposedly told a friend, “‘Christie’s adventures are many of them 

my own’” (Cheney 265).  Like Christie Devon, the protagonist of Work, Alcott was 

determined to support herself and be independent, even though she was a female.  Eliot 
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was also determined to be independent and to support herself and Dorothea in 

Middlemarch is representative of her quest for not only knowledge, but also 

independence.  Alcott and Eliot did not seek independence in a way that would leave 

them all alone in the world.  They both wanted to be loved but neither was willing to give 

up their freedom in order to become a wife.  For both, independence meant being self-

sufficient and able to support one’s self, while also having the freedom to do what they 

wanted, when they wanted, without a husband, father, brother, or other male supporter 

always being there to tell them otherwise.  	  

In Work, Christie tells her aunt that there’s going to be a new Declaration of 

Independence, meaning that, “‘being of age, I’m going to take care of myself, and not be 

a burden any longer’” (Alcott, Work 5).  As she says, “‘if I’d been a boy, I should have 

been told to do it long ago’” (Alcott, Work 5).  According to Christie, she’s not going to 

“‘sit and wait for any man to give [her] independence if [she] can earn it [her]self’” 

(Alcott, Work 9).  As Alcott writes, Christie 

Tried to like the buxom girls whose one ambition was to ‘get married,’ 
and whose only subjects of conversation were ‘smart bonnets,’ and ‘nice 
dresses.’  She tried to believe that the admiration and regard of the bluff 
young farmers was worth striving for; but when one well-to-do neighbor 
laid his acres at her feet, she found it impossible to accept for her life’s 
companion a man whose soul was wrapped up in prize cattle and big 
turnips. (Work 13) 
 

As Christie sees it, if she stays and continues on,  

She would either marry Joe Butterfield in sheer desperation, and become a 
farmer’s household drudge; settle down into a sour spinster, content to 
make butter, gossip, and lay up money all her days; or do what poor Matty 
Stone had done, try to crush and curb her needs and aspirations till the 
struggle grew too hard, and then in a fit of despair end her life, and leave a 
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tragic story to haunt the quiet river. (Alcott, Work 13) 
 

 As Ann Douglas tells us in The Feminization of American Culture, Alcott herself 

had worked in many of the same positions Christie does in the novel.  Alcott was known 

to at various times in her life to have been a seamstress, a servant, a teacher, a nurse, and 

a writer, while also fulfilling the household duties for her family (Douglas 338-9).  In 

addition, as Elizabeth Lennox Keyser writes, “many have commented on the parallels 

between Christie Devon and Louisa May Alcott: their early work experience, their love 

of the stage, their depression and contemplated suicide, their service as nurses during the 

Civil War” (119).  Keyser also brings up the notion that in this way, just as Jo March is 

considered to be in many ways autobiographical of Alcott herself, so too is Christie.  As 

Keyser writes,  

It is also tempting to see Christie’s aborted theatrical career, like Jo’s 
aborted literary one, as Alcott’s denial of her real talent and to see 
Christie’s period of self-sacrifice and self-abnegation, her assumption of 
the domestic, little woman role, as Alcott’s career as a children’s writer.  
Christie’s performance at the women’s meeting, then, would be analogous 
to Work itself, or at least its final chapter – a performance in which Alcott 
could, like Christie, claim to be ‘‘strong minded,’ a radical, and a 
reformer.’ (119-20) 
 

 As Christie grows emotionally and discovers her own true self through her work 

and experiences, she becomes what Katherine Butler terms the feminine transcendentalist 

in “‘A Useful, Happy Woman’: Feminine Transcendentalism in the Works of Louisa 

May Alcott.”  According to Butler, “the feminine transcendentalist is defined foremost in 

terms of her selfhood, or the possession of a ‘brave and cheerful spirit’ defined not in 

terms of submissive quietude to patriarchy, but a distinctly enriched self found ‘out in the 

world’” (32).  Furthermore, as Butler writes, “while some of Alcott’s characters can find 
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fulfillment in domestic roles such as wife and mother,” the feminine transcendentalist 

“does so only after Alcott has established that it is the desirable option of her and not a 

role forced on her by society.  The end goal of the model of feminine transcendentalism 

is fulfillment of the self, whatever those terms may be” for her (32).  This notion of 

finding fulfillment within the self for the woman harkens back to Cogan’s theory of The 

Ideal of Real Womanhood in that neither The Ideal of Real Womanhood nor the notion of 

the feminine transcendentalist have the woman sacrifice herself for her family or others, 

but rather both focus on the woman achieving her own self-fulfillment and success.  

Christie in Work is the epitome of such a woman. 

 Christie is able to become the strong woman that she is because of her 

experiences in the working world.  She does not see herself as the frail woman 

personified in the descriptions Welter provides.  As Welter writes in another article, 

“Anti-Intellectualism and the American Woman: 1800-1860,” “women were supposed to 

use their hearts, not their minds, and the more a woman used her heart rather than her 

mind, the more feminine she was” (258).  Domesticity was to be the realm of women and 

“anti-intellectualism was implicit in the cult which exalted women as creatures who did 

not use logic or reason, having a surer, purer road to the truth – the high road of the 

heart” (Welter, “Anti-Intellectualism” 258).  The reasoning behind this anti-

intellectualism for women was the belief that while “woman was naturally good, her 

moral superiority rested on her complete innocence.  Innocence meant, in turn, the 

absence of carnal knowledge, and, frequently, of knowledge at all” (Welter, “Anti-

Intellectualism” 261). 
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 The idea of Christie not entirely fitting with the Cult of True Womanhood is also 

expressed by Keyser.  As she writes, Christie’s speech on feminism in the last chapter of 

Work, “like Alcott’s domestic fiction, uses her own experience and the familiar details of 

domestic life to create an art that appears artless but has persuasive power.  Thus it seems 

compatible with womanhood – even the Cult of True Womanhood – but in fact presents a 

powerful plea for the ‘new emancipation’ that Christie envisions” (Keyser 120).  As 

Cogan, the originator of The Ideal of Real Womanhood, writes, advice writers often 

wrote about suggested employments for women in mid-nineteenth century America.  As 

she explains, “it is vital to understand what these advice writers meant by ‘employment’” 

(Cogan 200).  According to Cogan, “a dictionary used in common schools in the mid-

1860s defines employment as ‘n. business; service; occupation; agency’; it does not 

suggest that salary is necessary to the definition, though, as in the case of ‘business’ or 

‘occupation,’ it may be” (200).  As Cogan explains, during this time, 

Work in its own right was both a virtue and a necessity for the character; 
good women, advice writers cautioned, should always be ‘employed’ if 
they expected to remain morally upright.  With this expanded 
understanding of the definition of employment comes also a wider 
understanding of Real Womanhood’s vision of woman’s sphere as one in 
which work played a central role and without which no woman could 
consider herself a good mother, wife, daughter, sister, friend, or member 
of society. (200-01) 
 

Thus, while employment may have been seen as acceptable to establishing oneself as a 

True Woman, that employment was not to include a salary by which one could maintain 

an individual living without male support.  As Cogan writes, “two forms of employment 

that play large parts in a ‘good’ woman’s life are charitable employment and domestic 

employment” (201).  Neither of these employments typically includes a salary.  In Work, 
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Christie seeks outside employment that grants her wages because she seeks true 

independence from male support; in Middlemarch, Dorothea is extremely involved in her 

charitable work, which does not grant her a salary and therefore does not grant her this 

same freedom from having to marry.  As Cogan writes,  

The strength of character salaried employment added was merely a side 
benefit.  Money to buy shoes, pay the doctor, keep the landlord from the 
door, or prop up a husband’s failing business was the primary benefit – 
along with freedom from fear or from the degradation of accepting charity.  
Salaried employment made it possible to hold up one’s head and live with 
a bad marriage without having to run to a father or mother (or worse, a 
benevolent institution) for money on which to live.  It also meant that 
when a husband drank, or gambled, or speculated with the rent money (as 
many novelists and advice writers suggest was a better than average 
possibility) a woman could still support her family – or leave and take the 
children with her.  It meant that the death of a spouse or a father did not 
require that a family be broken up and farmed out to various relatives or 
that the widow had to remarry immediately to provide the income to keep 
the family together. (212-13) 
 

 This last statement by Cogan is especially important when considering Christie in 

Work and Dorothea in Middlemarch.  Christie’s husband David is killed fighting in the 

Civil War and although widowed and with a young daughter to care for, Christie is able 

to rely completely on herself for the family’s needs.  Not only is she able to provide for 

their needs, but she also has the time and available resources to continue helping others 

and preaching her messages of feminism and abolition. By the end of the novel, we can 

see that Christie is entirely fulfilled, and as she states, she is a happy, and more 

importantly to her, a useful woman (Alcott, Work 329).  In addition, not only is Christie 

fulfilled because she has achieved the dream of Real Womanhood in that she has found 

her independence through making her own living, but as Butler also suggested with the 
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idea of feminine transcendentalism, it is also apparent that Christie is fulfilled because 

not only is she a successful working woman, but she is also a wife and mother.   

As Butler claims, the female transcendentalist only becomes a wife and mother 

when she is ready to become a wife and mother, not before.  Christie then is the epitome 

of this because she is neither forced into marriage nor ever feels that it is something that 

must happen within her lifetime.  She knows she can support herself and if she chose, 

devote her life to spinsterhood, women’s rights, and abolition.  But, Christie desires love 

and in addition to everything else she has already achieved, she successfully 

accomplishes her goal of being a wife and mother as well.  However, in becoming a wife 

and mother, Christie becomes the essence of Real Womanhood by also following Leach’s 

notion of true love and perfect union which he describes in True Love and Perfect Union: 

The Feminist Reform of Sex and Society and is equated to gender equality in marriage.  In 

her marriage and motherhood, Christie does not forgo herself, but instead continues to 

assert and achieve independence, both financially and personally. 

While Christie seems to follow the Real Womanhood or Female Transcendental 

ideologies, Dorothea seems to fall more within the Cult of True Womanhood which 

Welter describes.  The Cult of True Womanhood demands that women be submissive to 

men and have no ambitions outside of their domesticity.  Dorothea desires a life outside 

of this ideology but unlike Christie, who is able to stand up for and achieve this 

independence from the very beginning of the novel, Dorothea is not able to do so until 

after she becomes a widow and even then, she is limited in her achievement.  Christie 

makes the comment that if she were a boy, she would have been required to move out on 
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her own and work.  Even though she is not a boy, Christie insists that she should do this 

too, and she does.  Dorothea desires knowledge and opportunities for charitable work.  

She is given the freedom to do her charity work because as Cogan noted, this was an 

acceptable form of employment for women.  It occupied her time but did not allow her to 

draw a true salary, thereby keeping her dependent on her male relations.  However, 

Dorothea’s quest for knowledge is denied her because she is a woman and unlike Christie 

who fights against these norms, Dorothea succumbs to them until she realizes the 

disastrous marriage choice she made as a result.  Mr. Brooke, Dorothea’s guardian, even 

tells Casaubon before his and Dorothea’s marriage that “‘there is a lightness about the 

feminine mind – a touch and go – music, the fine arts, that kind of thing – they should 

study those up to a certain point, women should; but in a light way, you know’” (Eliot, 

Middlemarch 59).  Going with Christie’s theory, if Dorothea had been a boy, education 

and knowledge would have been expected.  But, because she is a female, it is denied her.  

Living with Mr. Brooke, in an environment where the feminine mind is seen as nothing 

of substance but only “a touch and go,” it is easy to see how Dorothea falls into the trap 

of believing that her only way to escape this notion and gain the knowledge she so 

desires, is to marry Casaubon with the hope that she might have the opportunity to be 

exposed to some of his scholarly studies and ambitions.   

Gilbert and Gubar make an interesting point when they show how important 

working can be to a woman’s life.  With the exception of Sylvia in Moods, the majority 

of Alcott’s characters have a purpose in life through some sort of ambition to work.  The 

main character in Moods is Sylvia Yule, a young girl who falls in love with Adam 
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Warwick but then marries Geoffrey Moor when she thinks Warwick has married another 

woman.  After her marriage to Moor, she learns that Warwick did not marry the other 

woman, but instead, broke the relationship off and is now free to marry her, if it were not 

for the fact that she is already married to Moor.  A severe depression results from her 

deep regret and in the 1864 version of the novel, Sylvia dies as a result of her anguish.  

Alcott reworked the novel, and in 1882, republished it.  In the 1882 version of Moods, 

Sylvia does not die but instead learns to cope with her regret.  As Keyser notes, “The 

most dramatic difference between the two versions of Moods is the ending.  Sylvia does 

not develop greater independence in the 1882 edition, but she does live and, after a year’s 

separation, returns to her husband.  In order to prepare for their reconciliation, Alcott 

makes many minute and subtle changes in the text” (28).  However, “the reunion of Moor 

and Sylvia, though prepared for, is less satisfying than the brave stand Sylvia takes 

initially in the first edition and, in some ways, less satisfying than her decline and death” 

(Keyser 28).   

Faith Dane becomes a particularly pivotal character in the revised 1882 version of 

the novel and it is her advice which directly results in the different outcomes between the 

two editions.  In the 1864 edition, Sylvia has fewer coping mechanisms at her command 

and when she discovers her mistake, she believes it is not only one that cannot be undone, 

but one which she cannot live with.  In the 1882 edition, Sylvia seems more mature and 

in some ways more like Faith in her ability to reason through the situation.  Sylvia still 

recognizes the mistake she has made but she knows that she has the power to live with it 

and go on with her life.  As Keyser writes, “the ending of the first edition, however 
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regressive for Sylvia, is uncompromising, for in it she, unlike Pruedence, cannot will 

herself to love her husband and content herself with domestic busyness” (28).  However, 

as Keyser also notes, 

There are signs in the ending of the 1882 edition that Alcott meant to 
portray some growth in Sylvia, or at least her own hope for a feminist 
future.  In this edition it is not Sylvia who dies but her father, whose 
misalliance was largely responsible for Sylvia’s.  His death, together with 
the birth of Sylvia’s niece and namesake, seems to represent the death of 
the old patriarchal order, the arrival of a new dispensation, and the rebirth 
of Sylvia herself.  Similarly, Sylvia’s return to the Old Manse, despite its 
disturbing parallel with Prudence’s marriage, is described in positive 
terms.  As a bride Sylvia in the 1882 edition left housekeeping duties to a 
housekeeper.  The assumption of such duties, then, can be interpreted as 
the casting off of girlhood and the acceptance of adult womanhood, 
including adult sexuality.  Finally, subtle changes in the description of a 
painting – Sylvia’s brother’s rendering of the river journey – suggest 
Alcott’s androgynous vision of a more egalitarian word. (28-9) 

 
At the time of the 1864 version of the novel, Alcott herself was still young and 

inexperienced and still trying to develop her own thoughts and ideas regarding the world 

at large.  By the time of the 1882 edition, Alcott had experienced much and she herself 

had matured and in that way, she had become much more realistic in her expectations and 

ideas.  Like Sylvia, who is granted a niece and namesake in the 1882 version, one who, as 

Keyser states, “represent[s] the death of the old patriarchal order, the arrival of a new 

dispensation, and the rebirth of Sylvia herself” (29), so too had Louisa May Alcott been 

granted a niece who was also her namesake with the birth in 1879 of Louise Marie 

“Lulu” Nieriker, who after the death of Louisa May’s sister, May, Alcott was charged 

with caring for until her own death in 1888 (Phillips and Eiselein 662). 

Unlike so many of Alcott’s other female characters who have lives and ambitions 

that do not rely on marriage, particularly in the 1864 edition, Sylvia has only her 
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ambition as a wife; she has no outside pursuits to keep her mind busy when her marriage 

falls apart and as a result, her life is ruined.  Aside from Sylvia, Alcott’s other main 

female characters typically have ambitions and lives outside of their marriages and as a 

result, they are not solely reliant on the success of the marriage to keep them going.  As a 

result of Alcott providing these outside interests and abilities to her characters, her 

characters have successful lives and her novels are much more optimistic than Eliot’s, 

whose novels consist predominantly of women who are consistently denied their 

ambitions and desires, or who, like Sylvia in Moods, do not have ambitions outside of 

marriage.  As Gilbert and Gubar write,  

Middlemarch itself is a Satanically ambitious book, a ‘home epic’ (Finale) 
which tells the story not of Great Men but of a ‘foundress of nothing’ 
(Prelude).  Eliot is unafraid to face the dispossession of women who have 
been given that one talent which is death to hide.  From her earliest 
discussion of women artists looking like actresses in male attire, to her 
description of Maggie Tulliver’s passionate life [. . .] Eliot employs 
theatrical metaphors to illustrate that women without the definition 
supplied by work have no stable self, no single center.  Only the 
ontological insecurity born of this terrible emptiness explains why the very 
best of her women characters, those who fear the lure of impersonation, 
are fatally drawn – as are Antigone, Persephone, and Ariadne – the equally 
dangerous attractions of thralldom: ‘If you can do nothing,’ Tom Tulliver 
advises Maggie, ‘submit to those that can.’ [. . .] At the same time, 
precisely because they do submit, women experience ‘resignation to 
individual nothingness.’ (532) 
 

It is this “individual nothingness” which so often results in the death of such characters as 

Maggie Tulliver in The Mill on the Floss and Sylvia Yule Moor in the 1864 version of 

Moods.  In contrast, characters such as Jo March Bhaer in Little Women and Christie 

Devon Sterling in Work are able to overcome this “nothingness” and are able to live full, 

happy, and useful lives.  Even though Dorothea in Middlemarch begins the novel 
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succumbing to this “individual nothingness,” by the end of the novel, she too, like 

Christie, has achieved a happy, useful life.  Dorothea’s charitable work has made her 

useful and her marriage to Will Ladislaw has made her happy.  As Butler wrote in 

connection to the idea of the female transcendentalist, the female transcendentalist does 

not become a wife and mother until she has achieved this happy, useful life.  Although 

Dorothea did marry Casaubon before achieving a happy, useful life, she realized her 

mistake and was thankful there were no children involved.  Gwendolen Harleth, another 

main character of Eliot’s, also ends up in an unhappy marriage, and she too is thankful 

there are no children to contend or worry with.  As Eliot writes, “some unhappy wives are 

soothed by the possibility that they may become mothers; but Gwendolen felt that to 

desire a child for herself would have been a consenting to the completion of the injury 

she had been guilty of.  She was reduced to dread lest she should become a mother” 

(Daniel Deronda 590).  After her marriage to Will, it is evident that Dorothea is happy 

and fulfilled and it is at this point, that she becomes a mother, just as Christie does in 

Work.  Both women find themselves complete and happy, and it is only at this point that 

they can allow themselves to become mothers, just as Butler’s theory of the female 

transcendentalist contends. 

 

Marriage 

 As with virtually all of Eliot and Alcott’s primary novels, class and gender issues 

are crucial, but their connection to marriage and the outcome of those marriages for the 

characters is even more central to the overall themes developed in the novels.  While 
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Christie’s experiences as a working woman teach her to be more independent, her notion 

of love and marriage are rather unusual for the time, and thus, also help to further 

internalize her beliefs that women should be considered on an equal plane with men in all 

aspects of life, work and home life included.  Following William Leach’s theory in True 

Love and Perfect Union, Christie falls into the category of being one of those who 

demanded equality between the sexes in everything.  As Leach defines it, true love and 

perfect union means equality for women in marriage and equal power with men in 

hierarchal institutions and disciplines.  While Alcott had been working on Work for many 

years leading up to its publication in 1873, it is worth noting Leach’s reference to an 

1871 publication in the Revolution, 

That womanhood is greater than wifehood or motherhood, includes them 
as the greater includes the less, a proclamation [Elizabeth Cady] Stanton 
fixed in history when she stated in her famous speech on marriage and 
divorce ‘that womanhood is the great fact, wifehood and motherhood its 
incidents.’  This individualist stance produced an important series of 
corollaries – among them the nearly unanimous feminist demand that all 
women should be educated, on principle, for trades, businesses, and 
professions and thus become fit to make an honorable living.  To protect 
themselves from the disabling consequences of economic depression, they 
should learn the value of money, how to spend, save, and invest it, and 
they should never be forced to marry for support or to marry at all if 
marriage promised only the degradation of an economically dependent 
status.  No longer should marriage be regarded as the goal of a woman’s 
life. (Leach 160) 
 

 Christie seeks the ideal of true love and perfect union while believing in the 

power and greatness of womanhood.  She perseveres throughout many trials and 

ultimately meets and marries her true love, David.  However, now as David’s wife, 

Christie still does not become the traditional wife relegated to the home and housewifely 

duties.  Instead, with David, Christie finds an equal, someone who treats her on an equal 
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playing field and does not see her as anything less because she is female.  For Christie 

and her husband, David, there are no real gender norms in their marriage.  Society may 

place some on them, as for instance, when Christie follows David to war, she can only go 

as a nurse, but at home, they are equals; there are no duties relegated to each, nor any 

confinements based on gender.  As Sarah Elbert in A Hunger for Home points out, Alcott 

insists on harmony between the sexes, men doing domestic duties and women doing real 

work, or in other words, each party in the marriage helping the other without fear of 

breaking gender norms.  According to Elbert, while “Louisa never questioned the value 

of domesticity; instead, she challenged the price ordinarily extracted from women like 

herself” (Hunger for Home 150) and consequently, “like most of her readers, Alcott 

accepted woman’s traditional commitment to family and homelife; yet she also 

demanded individuality as her ‘natural right’” (Hunger for Home 3). 

 In direct contrast to Christie, is Dorothea in Middlemarch.  Although Dorothea 

has a personality to match Christie’s, she falls victim to society’s expectations and in 

combination with her own ambitions, ends up in a marriage that is not at all made of 

equals.  Patricia Menon in Austen, Eliot, Charlotte Brontë, and the Mentor-Lover, points 

out that Eliot, like Austen and Brontë often created heroines who have what she terms a 

mentor-lover, a male who is both lover and mentor.  As Menon writes, in Eliot’s own life, 

“it was G. H. Lewes who became George Eliot’s creator and supporter [. . .] and 

continuing until his death as her literary adviser, full of encouragement and practical 

advice.  Mary Ann Evans finally did find in life a lover she could acknowledge as her 

mentor” (130).  According to Menon, “because the figure of the mentor-lover raises 
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difficult but inescapable questions about the nature of sexual love and its links to the 

attributes of the mentor – power, judgment and moral authority – it provides a means to 

investigate, from a particularly revealing perspective, the work of those authors who 

employ it” (1).  Furthermore, “the connection between love and family is not a primary 

concern of Brontë, whose characters are often effectively orphaned, but Austen, like 

Eliot, is acutely aware of the family’s role in shaping conduct, principle, and ability to 

love (Menon 2-3).  Menon provides the example of the mentor-lover in The Mill on the 

Floss, writing that  

In The Mill on the Floss, there are times when Eliot appears to be content 
to offer yet another version of Tryan’s3 clerical sexuality, embodied in 
Philip who becomes Maggie’s mentor.  Combining ill-health with a 
consequent girlish delicacy, he evokes from her a desire to nurture that is 
reminiscent of Janet’s.  And in the face of the temptation represented by 
Stephen we hear from Maggie echoes of Janet’s appeals to Tryan. (139) 
 

In addition, 

Despite Maggie’s expressed wish that Philip be her teacher, that role is 
Tom’s by right of prior ties, the very ties that his moral position endorses.  
What, then, of the other role that Philip desires, that of lover?  Here, too, 
the prior ties are crucial.  Maggie’s love for Tom is the strongest emotion 
in the novel, and theirs is the relationship that dominates every other.  
Eliot seems unable to permit Maggie to form a mature relationship 
because she endorses Maggie’s deepest emotional involvement with her 
brother, one that describes in language more appropriate to a sexual 
relationship than to that of siblings. (Menon 148) 
 

Likewise, the relationship between Dorothea and Casaubon is also that of the 

mentor-lover.  Dorothea marries Casaubon with the express notion that by doing so she 

can be “mentored” by him in a way that would allow her to gain the knowledge and 

ambition she is denied because she is a woman.  As Menon writes, “we are shown a 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
3 From Scenes of Clerical Life. 
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Dorothea who fails to understand that age is no guarantee of wisdom, or even of 

knowledge of any vital kind” (159).  Dorothea marries Casaubon for the sole reason that 

she believes he has great knowledge and great potential and more importantly, she 

believes she can somehow help him in his scholarly ambitions and thereby some of his 

wonderful knowledge and potential could be transferred over to her.  As she quickly 

learns after her marriage, however, this is not at all the case.  As Eliot writes, Dorothea 

“had married the man of her choice, and with the advantage over most girls that she had 

contemplated her marriage chiefly as the beginning of new duties: from the very first she 

had thought of Mr. Casaubon as having a mind so much above her own, that he must 

often be claimed by studies which she could not entirely share” (Middlemarch 183).  

Prior to her marriage Dorothea believes that Mr. Casaubon is all she could ever hope or 

dream of for a husband since he supposedly holds the key to knowledge for her.  

However, now five weeks into their marriage and still on their honeymoon in Rome 

(Eliot, Middlemarch 183), Dorothea is seeing her decision in an entirely different light.  

As Eliot describes,  

Dorothea was crying [. . .] for that new real future which was replacing the 
imaginary drew its material from the endless minutiæ by which her view 
of Mr. Casaubon and her wifely relation, now that she was married to him, 
as gradually changing with the secret motion of a watch-hand from what it 
had been in her maiden dream.  It was too early yet for her fully to 
recognize or at least admit the change, still more for her to have readjusted 
that devotedness which was so necessary a part of her mental life that she 
was almost sure sooner or later to recover it.  Permanent rebellion, the 
disorder of a life without some loving reverent resolve, was not possible to 
her; but she was now in an interval when the very force of her nature 
heightened its confusion.  In this way, the early months of marriage often 
are times of critical tumult – whether that of a shrimp-pool or of deeper 
waters – which afterwards subsides into cheerful peace. (Middlemarch 
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185) 
 

Like Rosamond Vincy who had set her heart on marrying Lydgate, Dorothea sets 

her heart and mind on marrying Casaubon.  Rosamond was seeking wealth and status; 

Dorothea, knowledge.  Both, however, discover soon after their marriage that all is not as 

they had expected and subsequently, they find themselves locked into a life that is far 

different than anything either of them had ever wanted.  Rosamond and Dorothea both 

marry not for the man they are marrying, but for the attributes they believe that man can 

give them, and both are highly mistaken in their expectations.  Christie in Moods, on the 

other hand, marries David because she is in love with him as a person, not because of 

what she believes he can give her.  Mr. Fletcher could have given her wealth and status 

but she knows that she is not in love with him and therefore, is unwilling to sacrifice 

herself in such a way.  Unlike Dorothea and Rosamond who end up in unhappy 

marriages, Christie is a happily married woman.  When David later dies from the wounds 

he sustains in battle, Christie is so devastated by her husband’s death that she nearly dies 

herself from the grief.  Like Christie who becomes widowed, so too are Dorothea and 

Rosamond widowed.  However, instead of being completely distraught as Christie is, 

Dorothea and Rosamond both rejoice in their new lives, free of their former husbands. 

 As with Adam Bede, Moods, Little Women, and The Mill on the Floss, Work, 

Middlemarch, and Daniel Deronda also contain love triangles which involve the main 

characters.   In Work, Christie must decide whether or not to marry Mr. Fletcher.  After 

she declines his offer, she meets and begins to fall in love with David Sterling but when a 

girl from his past, Kitty, comes back into his life, she comes to believe that all hope of 
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having David for herself is gone and like Sylvia in Moods, she takes drastic action.  In 

Christie’s case, she can no longer stand to be witness to the exchanges between Kitty and 

David and she leaves.  At this time Mr. Fletcher also comes back into her life and she 

once again contemplates taking up his offer of marriage but once again, cannot convince 

herself that it is the right thing to do.  Instead, she takes Mrs. Wilkins advice to heart, 

finally convincing herself that even though she is lonely, it is best to wait because as Mrs. 

Wilkins says,  

‘I know there’s a mate for her somewhere, so she’d better wait a spell and 
trust in Providence.  It wouldn’t be so pleasant to see the right one come 
along after she’d went and took the wrong one in a hurry: would it?  
Waitin’ is always safe, and time needn’t be wasted in frettin’ or bewailin’; 
for the Lord knows there’s a sight of good works sufferin’ to be done, and 
single women has the best chance at ‘em.’ (Alcott, Work 254-5) 
 

Christie decides, much like Alcott did herself, that it would be better to end up a spinster 

than to be an unhappy wife (Alcott, Work 259) and her decision pays off when she and 

David eventually reignite their attraction for one another.   

In Middlemarch, the main love triangle revolves around Dorothea who first 

marries Casaubon for his scholarly ambitions only to find that she is actually in love with 

Will Ladislaw.  Unlike Sylvia in Moods, Dorothea is more mature and better able to cope 

with her bad decision.  However, because her husband is so much older than she is she 

also knows that she should eventually have an out.  The assumption is that Dorothea will 

far outlive Casaubon so while she does regret her decision, she does at least have 

Casaubon’s death to look forward to, unlike Sylvia who is much closer in age to her 

spouse and therefore does not have that same expectation.  However, Casaubon also 

foresees this and thus implements the codicil to his will which prevents Dorothea from 
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marrying Ladislaw by virtue of making her give up her fortune if she does.  Dorothea, 

having made the mistake once, finally convinces herself not to make it a second time and 

marries Ladislaw anyway.  Even though she must give up much financially, Dorothea is 

also more mature in the sense that she realizes that there is more to finding happiness in 

life than simply having wealth. 

Daniel Deronda also contains love triangles. Like Dorothea in Middlemarch who 

finds herself in love with another man, Will Ladislaw, Gwendolen, in Daniel Deronda, 

who is married to Grandcourt, also finds herself in love with another man, Daniel 

Deronda.  While Dorothea does eventually marry Will after she becomes a widow, the 

same is not true for Gwendolen.  Gwendolen, like Dorothea, Rosamond, and Christie, 

becomes a young widow but Deronda declines Gwendolen’s advances, instead marrying 

another woman, Mirah, leaving Gwendolen to find happiness on her own.  Although she 

is initially devastated by the fact that Deronda has plans to marry Mirah, Gwendolen is 

determined to go on with her life, repeating “‘I am going to live’ [. . .] ‘I shall live.  I 

mean to live’ [ . . .] ‘I shall live.  I shall be better’” (Eliot, Daniel Deronda 707).   As she 

later writes to Deronda on the occasion of his wedding, “‘Do not think of me sorrowfully 

on your wedding-day.  I have remembered your words – that I may live to be one of the 

best of women, who make others glad that they were born.  I do not yet see how that can 

be, but you know better than I.  If it ever comes true, it will be because you helped me. [. 

. .] It is better – it shall be better with me because I have known you’” (Eliot, Daniel 

Deronda 709).  In addition, one of the reasons Gwendolen regrets marrying Grandcourt, 

aside from the “mastery” he gains over her, is that she believes she has taken an 
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inheritance and legitimacy away from his children, children he already has by another 

woman, Lydia Glasher.  Although Lydia and the children are not at all of the same class 

as Grandcourt, throughout the novel, Gwendolen regrets her decision to marry 

Grandcourt specifically because she feels she has stolen what rightly belonged to them.  

As Gwendolen tells Deronda after Grandcourt’s death,  

‘Perhaps you don’t quite know the beginning of it all,’ said Gwendolen, 
slowly, as if she were overcoming her reluctance.  ‘There was some one 
else he ought to have married.  And I knew it, and I told her I would not 
hinder it.  And I went away – that was when you first saw me.  But then 
we became poor all at once, and I was very miserable, and I was tempted.  
I thought, ‘I shall do as I like and make everything right.’  I persuaded 
myself.  And it was all different.  It was all dreadful.  Then came hatred 
and wicked thoughts.  That was how it all came.  (Eliot, Daniel Deronda 
613-4) 
	  

 In addition to the overall comparisons between characters, there are some 

interesting similarities regarding specific scenes and storylines which Eliot and Alcott 

chose to use in their novels.  In Adam Bede, Hetty repeatedly tries to drown herself but to 

no avail.  In Daniel Deronda, Mirah also tries to drown herself but is rescued before 

completing the task.  As Mirah tells Daniel about why she wanted to commit suicide: “‘I 

have nowhere to go – nobody belonging to me in all this land’” (Eliot, Daniel Deronda 

169).  Christie in Work also tries to drown herself when she feels she is all alone in the 

world and there is no hope left.  In Alcott’s 1882 Revision of Moods, there is likewise a 

drowning scene comparable to these other three in Adam Bede, Daniel Deronda, and 

Work.  As Sylvia explains her reasoning for such drastic action, “‘I was crying for my 

mother, and I think if you had not come I should have been glad to go to her’” (Alcott, 

Moods 237). 
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 Hetty in Adam Bede is saved from drowning only because she does not have the 

courage to go through with it.  Christie in Work is saved by her dear friend, Rachel.  

However, it is interesting to note that in both Daniel Deronda and the revised version of 

Moods, the women are saved by either the man they end up marrying or the man whom 

they should have married.  Mirah is saved by Deronda and she eventually marries and 

finds happiness with him.  Sylvia is saved by Warwick but then goes on to marry Moor, a 

decision she ends up greatly repenting.  Had she married Warwick, Sylvia, like Mirah, 

could have found marital bliss.  Instead, she marries Moor and is tortured by a life of 

regrets.   

 Another interesting comparison to be made between all four of the women who 

attempt suicide by drowning is that all four are motherless and lack the guidance a 

mother-figure could have given them.  This is a fact lamented by all of them to some 

degree, but particularly by Mirah and Sylvia who specifically state that part of the reason 

they planned suicide was because they missed their mothers.  Hetty also lacks the 

motherly guidance she needs so badly and although she never really laments this fact, it is 

obvious that she is missing it.  Had she had motherly guidance and love, it is less likely 

that she would have ended up in the position she is faced with, that of being unwed and 

pregnant with the illegitimate child of a man whom she can never marry.  Christie in 

Work also does not explicitly lament the absence of her mother but she too is an orphan 

who must survive on what only her aunt can give her.  Christie is stubborn and strong but 

when she falls on hard times, she does not have the resources and strength to fall back on 

which she needs to survive.  Although she knows her aunt and uncle love her, there is not 
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the same connection between them and her as might have been there between Christie 

and her mother had her mother still been alive.  Like so many of the other characters, 

Christie is able to convince herself that there is no one left in the world who will miss her 

and thereby, suicide becomes an option.  Had she still had her mother, she might have felt 

less able to contemplate suicide because she would have had that person in her life who 

she would have known cared about her and would miss her when she was gone. 

 Sylvia in Moods most certainly suffers for lack of a mother and the motherly 

guidance and affection that mother could have provided her.  Although she does have her 

older sister Prue, Prue is simply no replacement for the dead mother.  Likewise, Mirah in 

Daniel Deronda has been kidnapped by her father and taken from her mother and brother 

and it is the extenuating circumstances she is faced with when her father threatens to sell 

her off to another man, combined with her belief that she has no one else in the world 

who loves and cares for her, that drives her to the verge of suicide.  It is only after 

Deronda rescuses Mirah and then is able to reunite her with her mother and brother, that 

Mirah is able to find happiness and blossom as Deronda’s wife. 

 For each of these four women, suicide becomes an option for them when they see 

no alternatives for happiness for them and believe that there is no one left in the world to 

miss them.  However, in addition to these four, there are additional drowning or near-

drowning scenes in the works of Alcott and Eliot which make it a predominant and 

redundant theme throughout their large body of works.  In Little Women, for example, 

Amy falls through the ice and nearly drowns.  This incident was clearly accidental but 

nevertheless, it is still a drowning scene which in combination with the many other 
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drowning scenes and Alcott’s own experience with contemplating suicide by drowning, 

becomes relevant and interesting to note.  In addition, in The Mill on the Floss, Tom and 

Maggie both drown at the end of the novel.  Although it is said to be accidental as they 

are hit by a large piece of machinery and knocked under, it is worth noting that Maggie 

was clearly suicidal at the end and thus, in a way, whether she intended to drown or not, 

she does get the death she was very much hoping for.   

Another interesting scene in Daniel Deronda varies slightly on the theme in that it 

is not the female main character who drowns but she is nevertheless directly involved.  

Although it never specifies either way, Grandcourt’s mysterious drowning death most 

certainly leaves open to interpretation the possibility that Gwendolen may have 

contributed to his death.  As Eliot tells us about Gwendolen, “already, in seven short 

weeks, which seemed half her life, her husband had gained a mastery which she could no 

more resist than she could have resisted the benumbing effect from the touch of a 

torpedo” (Daniel Deronda 374).  Like so many of Eliot’s strong female characters, 

Gwendolen cannot stand that her husband holds this mastery over her.  As she tells 

Deronda after Grandcourt’s death, “‘I did kill him in my thoughts’” (Eliot, Daniel 

Deronda 610) and of course, the question remains as to how much she did or did not help 

to kill him in reality. 

Interesting comparisons can also be made when comparing detailed descriptions 

and word choice in Eliot and Alcott’s novels.  In Work, one of the chapters is titled, 

“Sunrise.”  In that chapter, David dies and Christie becomes a widow.  His passing occurs 

right at sunrise and as Alcott wrote, “to Christie that was the darkest hour of the dawn, 
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but for David sunrise had already come” (Work 316).  Alcott is once again demonstrating 

her belief in God by saying that sunrise had come for David.  Christie feels as if her life is 

over however, now that she has lost her husband and true love.  Her only saving grace 

then becomes the daughter she is pregnant with at the time.   

 The reference to sunrise becomes particularly interesting when compared to 

Middlemarch.  The last book in Middlemarch is “Sunset and Sunrise.”  Although Eliot 

uses the chapter to tie up many loose ends before the Finale, when compared to Work, 

this chapter can also be considered as a time when Dorothea is closing one period on her 

life and opening another, much better one.  By this point in the novel, Dorothea has 

finally freed herself physically, mentally, and emotionally from Casaubon and the codicil 

to his will.  She has decided that she is free to do what she wants and as a result, she 

marries Will Ladislaw.  The sunset represents her former life, while the sunrise represents 

her much brighter, happier future to come.  At David’s death, Christie is also facing her 

own sunset.  In many respects the sunset for Dorothea is a happy one because she is 

finally escaping the things that have been holding her back.  For Christie it is a 

heartbreaking sunset as her life with David was about as perfect as she could ever have 

hoped it to be.  However, for both, this sunset is a turning point in their lives.  Dorothea 

finds her freedom and in a way, so too does Christie.  Although she was happy and free to 

do as she wished, if she had not become a widow, Christie might never have found the 

same passion for life she does as a widow and she also might not have become the 

outspoken feminist she becomes had she still been a married woman.  For both Dorothea 

and Christie, just as the sunset was the representation of the end of one part of their lives, 



Texas Tech University, Elizabeth M. Myers, December 2010 

187 

so too is the sunrise representative of an entirely different, more mature and more 

outspoken fiery chapter in their new lives. 
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Conclusion 

 

This comparative dissertation has explored the primary novels of Louisa May 

Alcott and George Eliot, comparing them on the basis of class, gender, and marriage.  

Although the focus has been on their most famous works, additional novels, essays, and 

other writings have also been considered when relevant, as well as additional topics 

including education, race, and religion.  It has been the goal of this dissertation to show 

the impact these two women had on their overall societies by way of their writings.  Both 

Alcott and Eliot relied heavily on the topics of class, gender, and marriage in their 

storylines, both had revolutionary ideas when it came to these topics, and both 

implemented these revolutionary ideas into their stories in a way that helped change the 

way their contemporary readers thought and behaved in their own ways of life.     

Although Eliot’s Scenes of Clerical Life (1857) and Alcott’s Hospital Sketches 

(1863) set the stage for their future careers, Adam Bede (1859) and Moods (1864) 

solidified their prospects.  For Eliot, Adam Bede was a particular success, providing her 

with the fame and funds to continue on with her novel writing.  In order to have her 

novel, Moods (1864), published, Alcott had to make some major revisions but she was 

willing to do so as a means of fulfilling her dream of becoming a writer, all while 

providing some much needed income to her financially strained family.  The publication 

of Adam Bede and the fame it induced led to the writing and publication of The Mill on 

the Floss (1861).  Likewise, the success of Moods led to Alcott’s publisher soliciting 

Little Women (1868-9) which ultimately led to Alcott’s success and phenomenal rise to 
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fame, as well as the publication of the rest of the Little Women trilogy, Little Men (1871), 

and Jo’s Boys (1886), along with additional novels, including An Old-Fashioned Girl 

(1870), Eight Cousins (1875), Rose in Bloom (1876), and numerous other short stories 

and smaller publications.  Alcott also published her second adult novel, Work, in 1873, 

although it had been begun many years previous and originally under a different title.  

Eliot continued writing and fulfilling her reader’s desire for more of her fiction, with 

Middlemarch (1871-2) and Daniel Deronda (1876) being the two to sustain the longest 

duration and popularity of her latter fictions.   

In 1882, Alcott significantly reworked and republished her earlier novel Moods.  

Throughout her career, Alcott often sacrificed what she truly wanted to say, instead 

opting for a publication which would provide the desperately needed money to support 

her family.  As Alcott’s biographer, Ednah D. Cheney tells us, “after her other books had 

made her famous, ‘Moods’ was again brought forward and republished as it was 

originally written” (119).  In the 1864 version of the novel, Sylvia dies as a result of her 

guilt; in the 1882 version, Sylvia is a much stronger woman who is able to cope with her 

mistakes and although she does return to her husband, the man she regrets marrying, she 

is able to survive her decision.  According to Alcott scholar, Sarah Elbert,  

Revised, [Moods] tells us much about women writers’ development and 
about the historical changes, often called a ‘silent revolution,’ which 
shaped modernity.  Marked by demographic transformations including a 
decline in fertility, this silent revolution gave women a longer life 
expectancy (in large part a consequence of bearing fewer children), and 
facilitated women’s entrance into the public world of work, culture, and 
politics.  Louisa May Alcott’s role in this revolution included her 
portrayals of female adolescence; she claimed ‘little women’s’ rights to 
passion, experience, self-reliance, and self-respect.  Ironically the success 
of Little Women, a girl’s book, slowly obscured Alcott’s impressive 
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production of women’s fiction. (“Introduction” xxxix-xl)  
 

As Elbert tells us, not only did Alcott herself mature in how she wrote her characters and 

their stories, but Alcott made her impact on the revolution for women.  Not only did she 

do this by going out and attending and participating in rallies for abolition and women’s 

rights, but her fictions and the assertions they make were pivotal in changing how young 

girls thought about their futures.  The creation of tomboy Jo March, who refuses to back 

down and play the stereotypical female role was particularly critical to this achievement. 

 While Alcott was making waves in nineteenth-century American literature, Eliot 

too, was making significant impacts in English literature of the nineteenth century.  In the 

class-conscious British society, topics of class and social order were much more 

prevalent and important to Eliot than they would have been for Alcott.  In England, one 

was limited to the class station they were born into, while in America, the doors were 

generally open to allow for movement between class lines, which were also much more 

blurred than they were in England.  However, in America, a different problem loomed.  

Gender and racial inequality were major issues, and Alcott was certainly not shy about 

her dislike for either of them.   

While Eliot was showing class and social inequalities in her novels, Alcott was 

demonstrating how one could overcome the gender inequalities in America.  Eliot tended 

to write from a more realistic and pessimistic stance, while Alcott was much more 

optimistic and free-thinking.  In Adam Bede, Eliot shows the disastrous results which 

occur when a young man and a young woman of completely different class statuses are 

consumed by their passion and desire for one another.  The only reason the two are not 
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able to build a life together is their significantly different class statuses.  In Moods, Alcott 

shows a young girl who is equally as naïve as the young woman in Adam Bede.  The 

difference between the two is that while one is doomed by her class status, the other, 

Sylvia Yule, in Moods, is doomed by hers’ and societies’ belief that she is of the weaker 

sex and thus, unable to make sound decisions or to survive as an independent woman.  Of 

the Alcott novels studied in this dissertation, the 1864 version of Moods is the only one 

which seems to take on the more pessimistic tone which was so prominent in Eliot but 

virtually absent in Alcott. 

While Eliot was more prone to show the harsh reality of life in a society based on 

a rigid class system, Alcott sought to show her readers how they could overcome the 

system.  The Little Women trilogy and the young adult novels which subsequently 

followed it are perfect examples of this optimism.  Instead of showing everything that 

could go wrong and how one could succumb to such a society, as Eliot often did, Alcott 

shows, beginning with the March sisters, how young girls can achieve gender equality 

and happiness in marriage.  Eliot, on the other hand, wrote The Mill on the Floss in which 

the main character, Maggie Tulliver, does not survive the gender expectations placed on 

her.   

Eliot’s Middlemarch carries on many of the same themes as her earlier novels but 

the novel, as well as the main character, are much more mature than her previous works.  

Likewise, Alcott’s next novel, Work, is not only her second adult novel, but like Dorothea 

in Middlemarch, Christie in Work seems to be a much more mature and well-developed 

character than some of the main characters in previous works.  In Adam Bede, Eliot’s 
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cause of choice seemed to be class equality, while in The Mill on the Floss, it was a 

combination of class, gender, and educational equality.  In Middlemarch, Eliot seems to 

have moved on to a discussion primarily focused on gender equality through the portrayal 

of Dorothea’s rash decision to marry in order to seek some semblance of the education 

she herself was denied.  Alcott too seems to have matured in her themes, much as Eliot 

did.  In Moods, the dilemma revolves around the moods and whims of a young girl who 

is faced with gender expectations not conducive to her well-being.  In the Little Women 

series, the focus has moved to how young girls and those around them can begin adopting 

new ideas relating to gender equality, while in Work, the theme has matured into an adult 

character who is not only strong enough in her own disposition to seek employment and 

opportunities and a way of life not typical for women of the time, but who is also able to 

achieve a near perfect marriage with a man who shares her beliefs of having gender 

equality within a marriage. 

Alcott began her career not only because she enjoyed writing and wished to 

become a published author, but her main motive in the beginning was her need for 

financial resources in order to provide for her struggling family.  With the publication of 

Little Women she achieved fame and money far beyond what she probably ever expected.  

Alcott did not particularly like being famous and was known to avoid her fans at times, 

even going so far as pretending to be a servant when one would knock at her door asking 

for Ms. Alcott.  However, with the fame came the much needed finances and the ability 

to provide for her family.  Unfortunately, by the time she was comfortable in that sense, 
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her health was failing due to the mercury poisoning she received as a byproduct of the 

treatment of her typhoid fever during her time as a Civil War nurse. 

Eliot also received much of the same recognition and reward for her amazing 

accomplishments.  Like Alcott, Eliot also struggled financially early in her career and her 

phenomenal success as an author provided her with the resources to live comfortably.  As 

with Alcott who was too sick to enjoy much of her success, the irony of Eliot’s situation 

was that since she had effectively “married” herself to a man who was legally married to 

another woman and thus, was legally bound to help support this other woman and her 

children, much of Eliot’s earnings went to help support the other woman, Agnes Lewes.  

As Eliot biographer Gordon Haight writes, although Eliot passed away in 1880, “Agnes, 

cheerful and impenitent, lived on till 1902, receiving her regular allowance from Lewes 

and, later, from Charles, and then from his widow.  The money came, of course, from 

royalties on George Eliot’s novels” (Biography 491). 

As Cheney, Alcott’s biographer writes, Alcott’s “dream of success was not of 

fame and glory, but of the time when she could bring [her mother] into ‘that chamber 

whose name is Peace,’ and there bid her sit with folded hands, listening to the loving 

voices of her children, and drinking in the fullness of life without care or anxiety” (391).  

Alcott’s success was achieved for her when she fulfilled her duty to her family and 

friends by being able to support and care for them.  She was in an almost constant battle 

with what her fans and her publishers wished her to write versus what she wished to write 

about and consequently, she refused to let others define her own success, but instead 

fought and worked for her own definition of success.  Eliot, likewise, did the same.  
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While she cared more about what her readers thought of her novels than Alcott did, Eliot 

too seemed to define her own happiness not by what others thought of her, but instead by 

what she desired.  Both Alcott and Eliot fought many of the same battles relating to 

gender discrimination and societal expectations and neither were afraid to stand up for 

what they sought and believed they should be able to achieve.  Both also sought their 

own definitions of success and glory and neither allowed fame or the expectations and 

demands of the public to overtake them, but instead, both continued throughout their 

careers to seek societal changes by way of introducing social problems into their fictions 

all while providing their readers with ideas as to how society could and should be 

changed for the better. 
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