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Moral Vision in Novels of George Eliot: An Analysis
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Abstract:
This research paper aims to delve into George Eliot's novels and explore the author's moral
vision as exemplified through her works. Known for her insightful social commentary,
Eliot, with her unique perspective and philosophical background, presents a profound
understanding of human nature, ethics, and societal issues. This paper will focus on Eliot's
novels, including "Middlemarch,” "Adam Bede," and "The Mill on the Floss," to analyze
the moral vision she encapsulates within her literary creations. By examining the moral
dilemmas, character relationships, and social dynamics in these novels, this research will
highlight how George Eliot's works contribute to the understanding of moral behavior and
social responsibility. By examining the moral vision present in George Eliot's novels, this
research paper endeavors to shed light on the author's contribution to the understanding of
moral behavior, social responsibility, and the complexities of human nature. Through a
comprehensive analysis of selected novels, this research aims to highlight the enduring
relevance and moral insights offered by the works of George Eliot.
Introduction
George Eliot, born as Mary Ann Evans on November 22, 1819, was one of the most
important and influential novelists of the Victorian era. Her works, including
"Middlemarch,” "The Mill on the Floss,"” and "Adam Bede," have left a lasting impact on
the literary world. However, her life and writing style were not without controversy. This
essay will provide an overview of George Eliot's life and writing style, while also
exploring the importance of examining moral vision in literature.
George Eliot's early life was marked by tragedy and a yearning for knowledge. She grew
up in Warwickshire, England, in a middle-class family. Her father was the manager of a
large estate, which allowed her access to a rich library and the opportunity for self-
education. However, her mother's death when she was just 16 years old deeply affected
her. This loss, along with her father's disapproval of her intellectual pursuits, forced her to
seek solace and fulfillment elsewhere. She turned to literature and philosophy, diving into
the works of prominent thinkers such as Spinoza, Rousseau, and Hume.
It was during this time that Mary Ann Evans began questioning her religious beliefs and

eventually renounced her faith. This decision caused a rupture between her and her family,
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leading her to adopt a more independent and unconventional lifestyle. She moved to
London and began working as a translator and journalist, which allowed her to engage with
prominent intellectuals of her time.

In the 1850s, Mary Ann Evans adopted the pen name "George Eliot" to ensure her works
would be taken seriously in a male-dominated literary world. By disguising her gender, she
had the freedom to write about unconventional topics and explore controversial ideas. This
decision was not without consequences, as she faced criticism and condemnation from
society for her unorthodox choices. Nevertheless, she persisted and solidified her place as a
respected writer.

One of the distinguishing characteristics of George Eliot's writing style is her attention to
detail and her ability to create vivid and realistic characters. Her novels are often described
as psychological studies, delving deep into the motivations and complexities of human
behavior. She expertly captures the nuances of her characters' experiences, providing
readers with a rich and engaging narrative. Her observations of society, often informed by
her own experiences and observations, offer profound social commentary.

Furthermore, George Eliot's writing is characterized by her moral vision and her
exploration of ethical questions. She tackles themes such as the nature of goodness, the
consequences of personal choices, and the impact of societal norms on individual lives.
Her novels present a nuanced understanding of human morality, challenging the reader to
question their own preconceived notions. Through her characters, she explores the
complexities of human nature, often blurring the line between right and wrong.

This moral vision is particularly evident in "Middlemarch," her most celebrated work. The
novel delves into the lives of the inhabitants of a fictional English town, reflecting the
social and political climate of the time. Through various storylines and characters, Eliot
presents a comprehensive examination of individual morality and the influence of societal
expectations. She explores themes such as marriage, religion, and ambition, making
"Middlemarch™ a profound exploration of the human condition.

The importance of examining moral vision in literature cannot be overstated. Literature has
the power to shape our understanding of ourselves and the world around us. By engaging
with moral questions, writers like George Eliot prompt readers to reflect on their own
values and beliefs. They enable us to question the status quo and challenge conventional
wisdom. In doing so, literature promotes critical thinking and empathy, helping us navigate

the complexities of morality in our own lives.
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George Eliot's life and writing style offer a unique perspective in the literary world. Her
deep understanding of human nature and commitment to exploring moral questions make
her a significant figure in Victorian literature. Her characters and stories continue to
resonate with readers today, reminding us of the importance of examining our own moral
vision. Through her works, Eliot encourages us to question societal norms and strive for a

greater understanding of ourselves and others.

Examination of how her philosophical ideas shaped her moral vision in the novels
George Eliot, the pen name of Mary Anne Evans, was a prominent Victorian novelist

known for her deep portrayal of characters and their moral dilemmas. Eliot’s novels, such
as Middlemarch and Adam Bede, display a clear philosophical bent, exploring themes of
morality, ethics, and human nature. This essay aims to examine how George Eliot's
philosophical ideas shaped her moral vision in her novels.

¢ Influence of Spinoza's Pantheism

One of the most significant philosophical influences on George Eliot was the
pantheistic ideas of Benedict de Spinoza. Spinoza's pantheism posits that God and
nature are identical, rejecting the traditional view of a separate divine being. Eliot's
novels frequently portray characters grappling with questions of religion and
spirituality, showcasing her interest in this philosophy.
Middlemarch, the character Dorothea Brooke epitomizes this struggle. She yearns
for a deeper sense of purpose and seeks to align her actions with a higher sense of
moral obligation. Through Dorothea's journey, Eliot raises questions about the
nature of God and the role of religion in guiding moral behavior.

e Humanism and the Morality of Empathy
George Eliot was also deeply influenced by humanistic ideas, particularly the view
that human beings are capable of shaping their own destiny through reason and
empathy. Eliot believed that moral goodness lies in our ability to understand and
empathize with others, leading to ethical actions.

e In Adam Bede, the eponymous character embodies this moral vision. Adam
displays an unwavering kindness and empathy towards others, even in the face of
personal tragedy. Through Adam's actions, Eliot emphasizes the importance of
empathy and compassion in building a just society.

e Examination of Gender and Morality
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novels often explore the intersection of gender and morality, challenging traditional
gender roles and norms. She believed that gender should not determine an
individual's moral worth and that women were capable of the same moral agency as
men, contradicting the prevailing Victorian beliefs.

e In The Mill on the Floss, the character of Maggie Tulliver challenges societal
expectations and asserts her own moral principles. Despite facing numerous
obstacles and moral dilemmas, Maggie consistently acts according to her own
convictions. Eliot's depiction of Maggie dismantles the idea that women are
morally weaker or inferior to men, highlighting the universal nature of moral
agency.

e Morality as a Product of Social Context
Another central theme in George Eliot's novels is the idea that morality is deeply
intertwined with social and cultural contexts. She believed that individuals are
influenced by their surroundings and that moral judgments should take this context

into account.

In Daniel Deronda, Eliot explores the moral implications of imperialism and colonialism.
Through the character of Gwendolen Harleth, she highlights the moral conflicts faced by
individuals living in a society built on exploitation and inequality. Eliot's portrayal of
Gwendolen's struggles shows how larger social structures can shape individual morality.
George Eliot's philosophical ideas significantly influenced her moral vision
in her novels. By drawing on Spinoza's pantheism, humanism, and her understanding of
gender and social context, Eliot created deeply moral narratives that challenge traditional
moral frameworks. Her novels remind readers of the complexities of human nature and the
importance of empathy, compassion, and individual agency in shaping moral behavior.
Through her unique perspective, George Eliot's philosophical ideas continue to resonate
today, inviting readers to reflect on their own moral positions and the world in which they

live.
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