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In the passage from her novel Middlemarch, George Eliot displays a sympa-
thetic and admiring attitude towards her heroine, Dorothea Brooke. Eliot con-
veys her attitude through sarcastic criticism of the Victorian society in which
Dorothea lives.

Dorothea is an intelligent and independent young woman, in contrast to the
conventional women of the Victorian Age. While other Victorian ladies worry
about fashion and marriage, Dorothea is concerned with issues of philosophy
and spirituality. To Dorothea, “the solicitudes of feminine fashion appear an
occupation for Bedlam”; perhaps Dorothea’s attitude reflects Eliot’s own opin-
ion of her contemporaries. Dorothea’s neighbors evidently have little respect for
Dorothea’s learning. In their opinion, Dorothea’s younger sister, the more co-
quettish and “worldly-wise” Celia, has more “common-sense,” since successful
marriage, not education, is what matters to Dorothea’s Victorian neighbors. As
Eliot sarcastically points out, knowledge and learning in a “marriageable girl
tended to interfere with her lot and hinder it form being decided according to
custom, by good looks, vanity, and merely canine affection.”

Eliot is equally sarcastic in describing Dorothea’s physical appearance. In
the first paragraph, Eliot deliberately exaggerates Dorothea’s poor clothing to il-
lustrate the futility of society’s preoccupation with fashion as a means of enhanc-
ing beauty. By alluding to paintings of the Virgin Mary to describe Dorothea,
Eliot emphasizes Dorothea’s dignity and purity. Although poorly dress ed,
Dorothea is described as “a fine quotation form the Bible” in comparison to her
neighbors, who are no more than “a paragraph of today’s newspaper.” Eliot’s
statement that Dorothea’s beauty is “thrown into relief by poor dress” seems
paradoxical, yet perhaps, because her beauty comes from the interior, outer
apparel is unimportant. To Dorothea, “feminine fashion” is “an occupation for
Bedlam.”

Because of her innocence of the world, Dorothea does not realize that her
beauty is attractive to men. Eliot treats Dorothea’s simplicity with gentle hu-
mor. According to her own modest and unselfish mind, all the men who visit
Dorothea are in love with Celia. To illustrate Dorothea’s “childlike ideas about
marriage,” Eliot refers to a series of famous scholars of the day, such as Hooker
and Milton, whom Dorothea considers worthy husbands. Humorously, Eliot
points out that Dorothea prefers the “odd habits” of various great men to the
attractive appearance of “an amiable, handsome baronet.”
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George Eliot’s sophisticated blend of humor and sarcasm in Middlemarch
creates a powerful picture of the character of Dorothea Brooke. Through her
portrayal of Dorothea, Eliot expresses her theme about the superficial nature
of Victorian society. By depicting a woman like Dorothea, Eliot has created a
woman ahead of her time.
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