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Abstract 

George Eliot represents one of the greatest Victorian writers, as she took over the development of the 

psychological novel from Samuel Richardson and Jane Austen and depicted Victorian society with both its 

mundane and daily features. The issues of identity and conflict are currently important as feminists have 

rediscovered Eliot’s writings, including essays and reviews, as they examined her works from the perspective of 

female education. This research delineates identity conflicts in George Eliot’s novels and in her private life by 

examining the manner in which the individual is depicted and/or is assimilated into society, and by analyzing 

the representation of the self and the female desire in comparison to male rule. We evince instances where the 

self and female desire are repressed by patriarchal society and other cases where they are compatible with the 

strict requirements of patriarchal society. We also highlight George Eliot’s enigmatic personality and the issue 

of her identity that today’s readers and critics examine alike. We consider this research paper relevant from a 

scientific point of view, as it includes multidisciplinary analytic elements of literary criticism, a psychoanalytic 

and feminist interpretation of her novels, essays, reviews, and private letters. 
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Introduction: Mary Anne Evans vs. George Eliot 

      The issue of identity is of paramount importance when we analyze George Eliot’s novels, as her 

dual nature has always puzzled her critics and readers alike: on the one hand, she possessed 

extraordinary intellectual capabilities that permitted her to perform the activities of translator, 

reviewer and editor before deciding to become a novelist; and, on the other hand, she was portrayed 

as “sibylline” and “enigmatic” (Carroll i) for numerous reasons, i.e. she took a male pen name, she 

lived without being married with a married man, she refused to support the 19th-century feminist 

movement. George Eliot began writing essays in 1852, when a crisis of values questioned the 

traditionalist view on Victorian customs, Carroll argues, and this crisis, caused by economic and social 

emancipation, can be noticed in her novels and essays. As a result, she writes the essay “Silly Novels 

by Lady Novelists”, 1856, in which she criticizes the shallowness of Victorian female writers by 

rendering clear negative examples. Eliot was interested in studying various subjects that women 

could not study in the Victorian age; unlike her contemporary female writers, she was fluent in six 

languages and had vast knowledge in arts – i.e. painting and music, history and sciences. Her interest 

in acquiring as much knowledge as possible in every field of interest may be noticed in her novels 

where it triggered the narrator’s insistence on education. By examining the theme of female 

education, Eliot underlines the Victorian woman’s lot that, at that time, exhibited woman’s total 

dependence on man. Thus, she argues that one significant action that woman ought to take was to 

become independent by getting a better education.  

Mary Anne Evans, who used the male pen name of George Eliot, was one of the leading Victorian 

writers who employed narrative features corroborated with psychological investigation, 

philosophical, scientific, and artistic information that most writers and some of her fore-runners did 

not make use of in their writings. However, the acquired identity clashed with the initial one, that of 

Mary Anne Evans. The female writer’s identity conflict started with a crisis regarding the religious 

beliefs that the writer opposed to exhibit every Sunday by not going to the weekly Sunday Mass. 
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Although her father reproached her for not going to church, George Eliot only reached a compromise 

in order to enjoy the Coventry literary circle she was part of. During the group’s talks, she became 

acquainted with Herbert Spencer and, his close friend, George Henry Lewes who later became 

George Eliot’s lifelong partner. We have to mention Lewes’ special situation of being unable to 

divorce his wife, although they lived separately with other partners
1
. Her nonconformist nature and 

her interest in foreign languages, philosophy, history and sciences helped her translate Spinoza, 

Feuerbach and Strauss’s works, which led to her becoming an agnostic, although she had studied in 

an evangelical school. How does the radical thinker coexist with a traditional female writer who 

employs a male pen name? Did she adopt the pen name George Eliot for her works to be correctly 

commented on by Victorian critics?  
George Eliot’s identity conflict leads us to the 19th-century suffragette movement that fought for 

woman’s rights in a patriarchal society. Although she was no advocate of the suffragette movement, 

as she considered that men and women were different and she maintained that women were not yet 

prepared for the full responsibility of making conscientious decisions through their votes, George 

Eliot supported the ideal of female education. In a personal letter she maintains that women could 

obtain their equal status mainly by getting a better education: ”I believe – and I want it to be well 

shown – that a more thorough education will tend to do away with the odious vulgarity of our 

notions about functions and employment, and to propagate the true gospel that the deepest 

disgrace is to insist on doing work for which we are unfit – to do work of any sort badly” (Letters, IV, 

425, qtd. in Dolin 147).  

The theme of education is present throughout Eliot’s novels as every novel discusses women’s lot; 

it is the implied author who suggests that woman’s life could be more valuable if she were permitted 

to do more than accomplish the tedious roles of wife and mother. In the present article, we will 

quote a fragment from Middlemarch further on, where the female protagonist’s actions are at the 

center of the implied author’s remarks.  
George Eliot expressed her views in the reviews she wrote; one such review is the one she wrote 

on Margaret Fuller’s Woman in the Nineteenth Century entitled “Margaret Fuller and Mary 

Wollstonecraft”, published in The Leader in 1855. Amongst the highlights of the review, Eliot 

discusses the issue of natural differences existing between the sexes; this conflict is mentioned by 

Margaret Fuller, who states that women should be educated if they desire to convey their thoughts 

and in case they are not able to achieve this, it should be from “divine command, and not from men’s 

tradition” (Fuller, qtd. in Eliot 135). Thus, women may become what they wish if they can fulfil men’s 

duties as well as males, otherwise women’s “powers” become “latent” (Eliot 134). Eliot also presents 

Mary Wollstonecraft’s views on women’s lot – in the 18th century Wollstonecraft considered that 

men were wrong to keep “up for a woman who can understand none of his secret yearnings, who is 

fit for nothing but to sit in her drawing-room like a doll-Madonna in her shrine” (Wollstonecraft, qtd. 

in Eliot 136, our emphasis). We consider that woman’s lot, as portrayed by the two feminist writers 

whose writings are examined by Eliot in her review, is also present in Eliot’s novels and it is the 

dialectical positions master/male and subject/female that arise as a result of patriarchal rule. In her 

review, Eliot subtly addresses her feminist contemporaries, who supported the 19th-century feminist 

movement, by underlining the fact that “both Margaret Fuller and Mary Wollstonecraft have too 

much sagacity to fall in sentimental exaggeration” and she salutes their realistic portrayal of 

woman’s lot as she herself would do later in her novels (Eliot 137). As we have mentioned before, it 

is Eliot’s belief that art should guide readers into learning and not distort reality. This theme is also 

present in Eliot’s political novel, Felix Holt, the Radical, as some critics claim. 

The various disciplines that Eliot studied indicate the existence of the radical thinking that she 

employed in her novels to reach the climax when Victorian values were almost torn apart, David 

                                                           
1
In the Victorian age a married man could not divorce his wife if he acknowledged the children as being his in 

advance. 
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Carroll argues in his book George Eliot and the Conflict of Interpretations, 1992. The Victorian values 

are presented by George Eliot in a traditional manner, including the social roles men and women 

played in the Victorian Age. Clear radical thinking is depicted in Felix Holt, the Radical where personal 

and common interests clash and characters have to make their best choices for themselves and for 

the community at the same time. Esther Lyon, the main female character, after discovering her noble 

origin, chooses real love over money and social position. Esther’s choice can be generally met in 

George Eliot’s novels, for she also made personal choices that rendered her an aura of a radical. 

 

Female Desire vs. Male Power 

Our intention is to present the conflicts that are portrayed in George Eliot’s novels by underlining 

the struggle that probably existed in George Eliot’s mind. We argue that George Eliot had a conflict of 

her own between her radical and traditional nature, which culminated with George Eliot’s decision to 

marry after her lifelong partner died. However, her request to be buried next to George Henry Lewes 

in the artists’ cemetery was rejected, as her conduct before the legal matrimony with J. W. Cross was 

considered unacceptable. Nonetheless, George Eliot’s nonconformist nature does not influence her 

artistic principles that she makes clear in her essays, particularly in “The Natural History of German 

Life”.  

George Eliot’s novels portray the self in its different stages of development, as described by Carl 

Gustav Jung: 

 

The self does not become conscious by itself, but has always been taught, if at all, through a 

tradition of knowing... Since it stands for the essence of individuation, it is impossible without a 

relationship to one’s environment, it is found among those of like mind with whom individual 

relations can be established. The self, moreover, is an archetype that invariably expresses a 

situation within which the ego is contained. Therefore, like every archetype, the self cannot be 

localized in an individual ego-consciousness but acts like a circumambient atmosphere to which 

no definite limits can be set, either in space or in time. (Hence the synchronistic phenomena so 

often associated with activated archetypes.) (Collected Works of C. G. Jung, Aion: Researches into 

the Phenomenology of the Self, par. 257, 1959) 

 

The article has been created around Jung’s vision of the self as archetype representing the unity 

between the conscious and the unconscious that undertake the process of individuation in order to 

form a whole personality (from "Transformation Symbolism in the Mass" in CW 11, par. 396). The self 

may be perceived in a two-fold perspective: first, the personal entity that each individual recognizes 

as his/her own personality and, second, the highest patriarchal image, i.e. the father who leads the 

family and society alike. In Eliot’s novels, the self is portrayed in these two manners, i.e. the female 

characters that embody women are under the protection and guidance of their male counterparts, 

who, as the female characters’ masters, can impose certain actions on the female personages. The 

process of self-becoming is called by Jung “individuation”, which has at its core the ego that 

represents the basis of an individual’s personality. Jung considers that the process of individuation 

connects the individual to society: 

 

[i]ndividuation appears, on the one hand, as the synthesis of a new unity that previously 

consisted of scattered particles, and on the other hand, as a revelation of something that existed 

before the ego and is in fact its father or creator and also its totality. Up to a point, we create the 

self by making ourselves conscious of our unconscious contents, and to that extent it is our son 

(from Transformation Symbolism in the Mass in Collected Works 11, par. 400). 

 

The new whole is, in fact, our personality whose core, the ego, is the essential part of our being. 

Eliot’s female characters undergo the process of individuation and reach different stages in their 

fictional evolution. For instance, Dorothea exhibits her completed self only after the death of 
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Reverend Edward Casaubon; as a result, she is chastised by the patriarchal community in 

Middlemarch after she decides to marry the younger cousin of her late husband. Even though she 

completes the process of her self-individuation, she cannot be considered a successful character, as 

she disobeys the moral rules of the Victorian society, i.e. a wife ought to respect her husband’s 

wishes irrespective of her feelings.  

 

The Victorian Age – a Looking Glass of Patriarchy 

      The Victorian Age represented an era when the Industrial Revolution stirred the development of 

the humankind. One significant effect of the Industrial Revolution was the invention of the rotary 

printing press, which led to the commercialization of books, at least a more intensive one than it had 

been before. As a result, patriarchal thought could be spread not only verbally, but also in print. 

Noteworthy for the Victorian Age were the books of conduct, which were created with the purpose 

of portraying the most important features a young lady ought to display and/or possess. However, 

these conduct books created the desired image of the submissive woman; such a guide was written 

by Sarah Stickney Ellis who, in 1830, declared that the most important feature of a woman “is to be 

content to be inferior to men, inferior in mental power in the same proportion that you are inferior 

in bodily strength” (qtd. in Swisher 11). Another famous writer of Victorian conduct books was Sarah 

Lewis who argued that women ”are naturally disposed to reverence, to worship, to self-sacrifice, for 

the sake of a beloved object. These peculiar qualities, accompanied by unenlightened intellect and 

narrow views lead to the deeply inoculated inferiority of woman that George Eliot attempted to 

change and transform into woman’s strength” (qtd. in Swisher 12, emphasis mine).  

However emphatic Ellis and Lewis’ discourse may appear, Ellis realizes and mentions the double 

standard created by women’s instilled inferiority: “I never could imagine why little girls were to fetch 

and carry… while boys sat still and fancied themselves into lords of creation” (qtd. in Swisher 19). It is 

this mightiness, resulting from the immense marketing of conduct books, that made Victorian men 

become infatuated with their feeling of dominance. Consequently, woman’s interest in delivering 

man the comfort that Victorian patriarchal society saw fit, triggered woman’s need to be 

accompanied, as she became powerless and lacked the strength to fight for her right in a society that 

did not offer women the appropriate education that would help them obtain their independence.  
The Victorian society is the society that most of Eliot’s characters live in, with the exception of 

Romola, which, although contains many similar themes, is patriarchal in its nature; thus, the female 

characters can only play a less important role in the social life of a community than male 

protagonists. The double standard was a common policy in the Victorian society and it is present in 

all of Eliot’s novels. Romola, with her Italian plot novel, introduces the eponymous female 

protagonist whose father does not permit her to play the role of a scholar, because she is a female. 

Romola’s role is to offer her father the feeling of happiness by inviting different male scholars that he 

can partner with in theoretical discussions; thus, Romola delivers services, she does not accomplish 

her education received from her father in the same manner that men do. Romola’s inner conflict is 

appeased when, by introducing Tito Melema, the young Greek scholar, to her father, she feels some 

satisfaction with achieving her filial duty. However, after marrying Tito, her conflict with her father 

turns into a conflict with her husband, after the latter sells her father’s books that Romola has 

inherited from him. Hence, she decides to leave the city of Florence for she is heart-broken, when 

she is stopped by Savonarola who reminds her of the duty every Christian ought to accomplish, i.e. to 

help one’s family and other members of the community. Even though Romola feels betrayed by her 

husband, she tries to follow Savonarola’s advice. However, when the political unrest breaks out and 

Romola learns that Tito has betrayed her and her family the second time, she leaves him and the city 

of Florence again. It is at this point that she also learns about her husband’s second family and about 

his two children with Tessa. Even though Savonarola is condemned and burned alive, Romola follows 

his teachings and helps the others, especially Tessa and her two children, when plague breaks out in 

their village. Romola is generally perceived by critics as a successful female character whose 
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existence turns from an individual perspective into a general or social one. Romola’s inner conflict 

against society is two-fold, as she is first isolated for being a female by her own father and is 

betrayed twice by her husband. Her female desire cannot overcome the patriarchal rule; Romola’s 

capacity to show her sympathy to the victims of the plague through self-sacrifice makes her a 

successful character.  

In George Eliot’s novels the opposition between female desire and male rule represents the 

central point of the interpersonal relations existing in every plot. Although the desire of many female 

characters clashes against the male rule, there are several female protagonists that are satisfied with 

their restful lives. In Middlemarch, Celia Brooke and Rosamund Vincy are the female characters that 

are the closest to the “Angel-in-the-House” female Victorian ideal. Celia’s ideal marriage and child, 

on the one hand, and Rosamund’s interest in social status, on the other, turn the two female 

characters into the foils for Dorothea Brooke. The plot is set between 1832 and 1834 and it focuses 

on the changes brought about by the Great Reform in 1832. Dorothea is brought up together with 

her sister, Celia, by their uncle, Mr Brooke, who is tempted to become a politician, but his political 

ideology does not attract much support on the part of the voters. Dorothea is portrayed as a self-

sacrificial person whose self-interest is left aside in order to help others or do as others tell her to. 

Her surprising marriage to Reverend Edward Casaubon baffles many people, including her sister, who 

tries to dissuade her from going through with it and Sir James Chettam, the landowner who seems to 

be in love with Dorothea. Unlike Casaubon, he is the one who helps and encourages her to devise 

plans to improve the living conditions of the tenants on the estate. Dorothea seems to be in the 

center of a dispute all the time, irrespective of its significance – she intends to build new lodgings for 

the tenants, but her uncle rejects her proposal, she volunteers to help Casaubon to research and 

finish his study on Key to All Mythologies, but he refuses her help: later in the novel, she finds out 

that her husband has not even begun writing the mythological study that he wants her to do 

research on, as he asks her after they find out about his serious illness. The tension begins when she 

is interested in encountering Will and is rejoicing in their meetings, which leads to Casaubon’s attack 

of jealousy that culminates with the mention in his will of the interdiction that Dorothea marry Will 

in the event of Casaubon’s death. In Dorothea’s case, an inner conflict turns into a social one when 

the female character makes her own mind, preferring to listen to her soul rather than to the 

expectations of patriarchy. She acts against her husband’s request as written in the codicil. The will 

reveals an everyday reality of the Victorian Age, namely that, when women married, their husbands 

became the rightful owners of their fortune. Thus, although Dorothea has a high enough social 

status, still, she becomes dependent on her husband’s financial support. Dorothea and Will are 

attracted to each other the moment they are introduced, when she and Casaubon are on 

honeymoon in Rome. Dorothea shows her strong character when, against all odds and contrary to 

the Middlemarch community’s “final” and disapproving decision on Dr Lydgate’s presumed actions, 

she exhibits her support in the public eye. The same psychological strength is displayed when she 

decides to marry Will Ladislaw and lose her social status and financial security. At this point, 

Dorothea’s identity clashes with the patriarchal rule and triggers the narrator’s comment on the 

waste of such a strong female mind that plays the common roles of wife and mother: 

 

Many who knew her, thought it a pity that so substantive and rare a creature should have been 

absorbed into the life of another and be only known in a certain circle as a wife and mother. But 

no one stated exactly what else that was in her power she ought to have done – not even Sir 

James Chettam, who went no further than the negative prescription that she ought not to have 

married Will Ladislaw (Eliot 780-81). 

 

The implied author deplores Dorothea’s lot, revealing the general situation of women rather than 

simply the personal circumstances of the character, as the roles of wife and mother were considered 

to be the main vocations of women in the Victorian Age. The public, patriarchal perception of 
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Dorothea’s deed is expressed through her brother-in-law’s opinion. However, he is to reconsider this 

opinion when his wife is sad for not being able to see her sister and her new-born baby boy and they 

pay a visit to Dorothea, Will and their baby. Sir Chettam’s attitude is similar to the general public 

opinion that accepts them tacitly at the end of the novel; but, Dorothea’s female desire comes 

second to the patriarchal rule, for she cannot benefit from any fortune. The psychological process of 

individuation that Dorothea undergoes affects her social status as, by acting according to her desire 

to marry Will Ladislaw, she does not respect her husband’s wish or the patriarchal order. David 

Carroll argues that George Eliot was aware of the crisis the Victorian age was experiencing during her 

lifetime and, as a result, she introduced different types of plots that ought to “guide” her readers. In 

Middlemarch several characters, both female and male, face moral, financial, or sentimental crises as 

their fictional actions are analyzed from the perspective of obeying the patriarchal rules. 

The issue of woman’s identity as mother is discussed by Julia Kristeva, the French feminist critic, 

who claims that a mother’s identity is connected to her child. The changes that occur in the mother 

are part of the rituals that the mother performs. Kristeva signals the idleness and tediousness that 

the mother has to fight against: 

 

No identity holds up. A mother's identity is maintained only through the well-known closure of 

consciousness within the indolence of habit, when a woman protects herself from the borderline 

that severes her body and expatriates it from her child. Lucidity, on the contrary, would restore 

her as cut in half, alien to its other - and a ground favourable to delirium. But also and for that 

very reason, motherhood destines us to a demented jouissance that is answered, by chance, by 

the nursling's laughter in the sunny waters of the ocean. What connection is there between it 

and myself? No connection, except for that overflowing laughter where one senses the collapse 

of some ringing, subtle, fluid identity or other, softly buoyed by the waves (Stabat Mater 179-

180). 

 

The identity of women is regulated according to patriarchal laws that impose standardized roles 

for both men and women. The image of the mother is present in all of Eliot’s novels: there are 

mothers who embody the paragon of perfection in the role they play, i.e. Mrs Garth, Mrs Meyrick, 

but there are also mothers that teach their daughters to be vicious in their attempt to make a good 

marriage and ascend the social ladder, so that they have access to the upper-class society, i.e. Mrs 

Vincy and Mrs Davilow, to some extent. Julia Kristeva argues that a mother’s existence is limited by 

the child – as a mother, a woman can either feel connected to an unfamiliar human being, and this 

fact can lead to depression, or she can feel that being’s emotions that transgress into her own 

feelings of joy and happiness. These positive feelings are portrayed by Eliot when she depicts the 

later aforementioned female characters, who are also mothers depicted in a patriarchal society.  
The patriarchal society is restrictive not only to females, but also to foreigners or other ethnic 

groups that try to settle in the British society. Eliot’s novels depict such characters that are perceived 

by other characters as outsiders, as they would be viewed by British society, in real life. George Eliot 

advocated the principle of sympathy that could help people appreciate common values and 

understand differences. Eliot utilized this principle not only when discussing the differences between 

woman and man, but also when depicting foreigners and members of other ethnic groups, for 

instance Germans or Jews. Eliot successfully portrayed the Jewish community in Daniel Deronda, 

where an upper-class young man, Daniel, stops a Jewess from committing suicide, Mirah Lapidoth. 

Eliot masterfully creates a two-plot narrative where the female protagonist, Gwendolen Harleth, 

represents the hermetic British society. In fact, Gwendolen meets two non-British characters that 

help her realize she should reconsider her artistic aspirations: first, she auditions for the German-

Jewish Herr Klesmer, who bluntly explains that she does not possess the artistic qualities needed and 

is not able to work hard in order to acquire them to become a singer and, second, she listens to 

Mirah, a Jewish young woman, who is a “professional” singer and marvels the audience. There is no 

conflict between the two female characters because they are already the victims of patriarchal rule: 
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Gwendolen has to marry Henleigh Mallinger Grandcourt in order to help her mother and step-sisters 

lead a good life, while Mirah was almost sold by her father to one of his acquaintances. We consider 

that Gwendolen’s evolution from her self-interested nature to altruistic nature is a psychological 

bildungsroman in which George Eliot achieved the best such portrayal. 

There are several instances where such characters are involved in dialectical tensions that trigger 

certain typical actions or reactions on the part of the subjects of patriarchal society, such as obeying 

the Law of the Father which is at its basis. The “Law of the Father” mainly supposes the fact that the 

father or the male figure is the ruler in a family. The term was used by Freud and Lacanian analysts to 

designate the existence of patriarchal thought in society, i.e. there are certain individuals, mostly 

men and fewer women, who hold the power over and command other people, both men and 

women, due to their social and financial status. The leaders, however, have to be aware of the fact 

that they can take only certain actions that are permitted by the law designed according to 

patriarchal thought (Murray 80-86). The Law of the Father is representative for patriarchal society as 

it imposes a certain line of action that can become paradoxical as women who hold the power, even 

as queens, as was the case of Queen Victoria, have to admit the limits of their gender which implicitly 

become their own. Such a paradox can lead to the identity issues that George Eliot examined in her 

novels and to her own possible questions regarding her identity, i.e. a female writer who takes a 

male pen name and who directly works with men that run publishing houses. 

The issue of identity is present in The Mill on the Floss where the main female character is torn 

between her female desire and the decision of her father, i.e. not to meet Philip Wakem anymore, as 

his father was the one who would get their house and land after a legal conflict. For Maggie, identity 

represents a social construct, as she changes her natural way of behaving and thinking into a desired 

behavior and moral and ethical type of thinking corresponding to the Victorian patriarchal manner. 

Maggie finds herself in the middle of two conflicts that decide her tragic fate: first, she is torn 

between her family’s expectations, whose life strictly depends on the Law of the Father represented 

by her father, then by her brother, and her female desire, as related to Philip, and, second, she is 

torn between her family and society’s expectations and her female desire, as related to Stephen 

Guest, her cousin’s fiancé. Although Maggie’s character has a tragic end, she is a successful character 

as she exhibits the values that Victorian society expected its members to show, for she comes to the 

rescue of her brother when St. Oggs’ is flooded. 

 

Conclusions 

The female self, in Eliot’s novels, is muzzled by the patriarchal rule which imposes a double 

standard for men and women; men have liberty of action, access to public life and freedom of choice 

while women do not. In the Victorian Age, as in George Eliot’s novels, women, or female characters, 

were perceived as passive and submissive; some of Eliot’s female characters are not part of the 

moral and ethical pattern, as they act against Victorian values. In the Victorian Age, women were 

imposed a limited variety of careers, one of them was becoming a writer. Eliot herself did not think 

she was a good enough writer even though she was already a reviewer, translator and editor at the 

Westminster Review beginning with 1850. However, she was encouraged to become a novelist by her 

lifetime partner George Henry Lewes before she wrote Scenes of Clerical Life. In her works, Eliot 

transmitted the values and principles she believed in, i.e. sympathy, her realist literary creed, 

morality and ethics, as well as her vast knowledge of history, foreign languages and cultures, and 

arts. 

George Eliot’s works are focused on the life of the individual placed at the core of the life of a 

community. The role of educator of social classes that Eliot took seriously in her novels is present in 

her essays, too; we have used her essays and reviews in order to identify key elements of her artistic 

creed and ideological views. She depicts the self, both male and female, as being built, for the 

former, and fractured, for the latter, by the patriarchal society. George Eliot’s novels portray the 

Victorian age, except Romola which portrays the Florentine Renaissance society, and the struggles 
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that people faced then, i.e. the Industrial Revolution and its effects on people’s lives, the political 

reform or the lot of women. In her novels, Eliot presents the female self that is assigned different 

roles that form the female identity in the Victorian age and/or patriarchal society. The female self as 

portrayed in George Eliot’s novels is at times in dialectical tensions with patriarchal rule, as has been 

presented (Dorothea Brooke, Maggie Tulliver, Romola di Bardi, Gwendolen Harleth); however, there 

are several instances where the female self leads a consensual existence with the male self (Celia 

Brooke, Rosamund Vincy, Mary Garth). The conflicts existing between male and female characters 

often end with the victory of male rule; this leads to the struggle of the self to keep the individual’s 

identity in the Victorian society which, we consider, imposed a collective and well-defined identity 

for the representatives of both sexes.  
We have also analyzed George Eliot’s identity conflict and her views on female education, that 

she believed was the best solution for women to become intellectually independent in a male-

dominated society such as the Victorian one. Eliot perceived the tensions between the sexes as a 

chance for reconciliation in respecting the other and his/her different features and, at the same time, 

for searching similar interests that can generate new conversations. George Eliot’s identity conflict 

mildly affected her works, for the novels do not include atheism or any other types of radical thinking 

that the author believed in, but she probably considered them inadequate in the Victorian society, as 

she thought that a writer ought to be responsible and convey realist principles and values, to educate 

the classes, similarly to John Ruskin’s views regarding the arts.  
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