SOME INDIVIDUALS AND SOCIETIES IN THE NOVELS OF GEORGE ELIOT
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Thig thesizs is divided into two parts., In Part I wo
study George Eliot's life snd the historical sequence of the
rovels from the following points of view: form and style
and content. In Content the discussion is Coecussed on general
development in her novels as well as on her liirited and
repetitive cireie oi invention. Tn Part IT we indieste sources
and givec a general evalustion in terms of individuals and
societies. In Sogicties we study how penetratingly George Eliot
observes societics z2nd the scocial bonds that hold them together.
In Individunls we study why, in the intcrest of plot-construction
and ol centres for the reader's interest, the lezding characters
are set apart from the societies in which they live., My

Conclupgion places Georze Eliol in the perspective of nineteenth

3

century writers, both Enpglish and Turonean, and offers My

Judgement on her greatest merite.
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INTRODUCTTION

A Tirst rcadlng of George Ellot's novels gives the clear
lmpression that the writer has two main lnterests: one is the
narration of events and the actgansg together with description of
the feelings and motiVEs; of certain central flpurcsy the other
is in the gresentation of a lively pleture of scociety as belng
held together by general social bonds and Individual human
affectioﬂs; this by no mcans being e mere hackground for the
main {igures of the stories.

These tWwo 1Interests are paramount, Therc¢ are very Tew other
interests affecting the centont, form or style of thc novels,

Irony 1s fDund; as shroewd as the 1rony of Jane Austen but usually
more direectly expressed, glther by an internolated comment from

the autnor or by the obvlous Mdramatlce" lrony of a given situatlon.
The literary valus of Ceorge Eliot's warks; therefcre; does not
primarily depend on her use of ironys intelligencc and synpathy

are called for from the reader rmuch more often than ahn appreéiation
of ironie wit, In George Eliot's novels therc is no satire of the :
"Vanity Fajir" kind nor is there any proaching to the publle con-
science as there is in Dickens. Furthermore, the deslre to provoke
a laugh, cither by caricaturlng personalities or by scenes of
¢lownling, slapstick or bathos, beloved of Ewift; Ficlding, Sterne
and Dickens; i1s also absent; though the author's hunour cmerges
Just as clearly and naturslly as does her earnestness, There is

no lack of ammasing characters put in amusing situations amang her

works, The whims, caprices, quirks and odditles of pecoplels specech
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_ﬂnd behaviour delight us but they do not strike uws as belonging

to the Yeconie®™ literary genre. Each idicaynerasy is integrated

tnto a balanced picture of peaple playiné a part in the developnent
of the story or in the rounding-off of a picture of socilety,

For the middle ejasses and the “géntfy"; Jane Austen is Georpe
Elict's precurser when 1t comes to penetrating humour, and for the
countrypeoplc~~farmers and farm-labouwrers-- George Eliot has no
precurscr at all unless it be certein highland and lowland “types™
in the "Scottish" novels of Sir Walter Scott; for instanco'; Meg
Merrilees the gypsy, Dandy Dinmont the farmer and the rouvgh-

manncred tutor, Domimi Sampsen, from QOuy Mannering,

Many critics have remarked on ccrtain meditative, discursive
or philosophical passages In George Eliot's novecls, which
originatc in the eritical standpoint from which thc author vicws
lifEELThESE passages,; indlcating certain trains of thought or
prcoccupations; do not outweigh the bulk of the content of the
novels, which 1s of a straightforwardly narrative and descriptive
nature, Individuals and societies are what clearly and chieflly
matter in George Eliot's works. Even those who have censured
.her for being teo "intelleectual" have never suggcsted that her
Intellect was concerned with anything other than people and the
sociul world they live in, It cannot for a moment be malntained
that her Intcllectual bent leads her into a kind of non-literary
philoscphising; in terms of which a novel's characters are usecd
rerely as exanslcs to illustrate some theory or other., Danicl
Deronda; for instance, suffers from nany boring pages of ten-

deptious argument about race and religion, yct no one could



naintaln that it 1s a roman A these.

Ho natter whethcr her characters are pondering z new
concept or a moral issue; whether they are talking of art; risic,
geniué# locking fer an object of life-long dedlcatlon or whatever
they are doing; the novelist's two basic intercsts never flag
or vary: Indlvldumls and sccietles @laim her attentlon and that
of the reader,

A closer reading of George Ellet!s novels rceveals that
the two main interests, which create such an immediate inpresslon
on the reader; are not and cannot be 1ndegenﬂént of each other.
Certcin stresses and strains exist between them, There Is o
problem of balance,

The problem presents itself 1n two woys, First; the author,
as creator; foces a problen of composltion, In composing 2 novel,
each fretor willl have to compete for precedence, There nust be
a2 choice of sequence and emphasls for incldents or topies arising
out of this 1nterost or of that. The meocd and ewven the style of
writing must vary according to whether one lntercst or the other
predominates; the interest in the Individual or the interest in
soclaty, Seccnd; the characters in the novels, who are created
belngs in a created world; are made to facc a problen very similar
to the author's; namely; the problem of Yeomposing' thelr lives,
Will 1t be the individual or the society which gets the upper
hand? The characters must iivc 5o as to zechleve as much gelf-
fulfilment ne can be tolerated by the feelings and expectatlons
in the lives of opther pecople,

The dilemmna for meoat of the central figures of the novels
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largely hinges on the degree that they fit in with or stand out
from the soclety thot surrounds them, Usually these ligures can
do no other but stand out from scciety; elther from inner
convictions; being religicus; politieal or idealistic zealota#
or fron force of circumstances, being outcasts from the average
English; Christian family -- orphans; ieug gr; emblttered victims
of Injustice, In every case the character of these figures reac ts
to the surrouvunding socinl situation in a most natural way and
yet the auther leaves rooti for highly individuwal thoughts and
acts, This places George Ellot far away from determinisn or
Zola's type ofi naturalisn.

One result of having recognised the problem ol achicving
a balance is; t"ne::'«ﬂfcu'e.j that the novels must be judged as
works af art since the balance of interests, which is the basie
problen for the auther, 1s a gquestion of artistic cholce, It will
not deo to assume that George Ellot's novels have most value as
social tracts; moral sermons or cven As Intercsting examples of
e stape in the hlstory of the novel. Primarily they are literary
works depending on the author's sklll in blending or controsting
materlal offered her by observation and reflection, As her skilll
increases; the cruder contrasts and harsher blendlnge are refined
and the interweaving of thecsc effects produces the masterpicce,
Middlgmarch .

- On the level of the world of the characters 1nside the

stnry; the author lntends the 1s3sue to be one of rnoral cheice,
She specifically leaves room for distinctive individualliy in

he: created world and intends that actions and motives sheould be
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connected with o degree of personal responsibililty, This degree
of Tesponsibility is parf of the artistle effect of The Dooks,
It varies enormeusly from person to perscn; It 1s measured by
how much or how little sympathy the.réader can find for eny given
character, When heredity or environment play the major part; our
sympathy will be almost unbounded, When, hawever; an evil action
is deliberately commltted and the issuc 1s shown to have been a
genuine cholee betvween good or covil, then our sympathy will be
reduced almost to ncthing, Hettyls crime and Grandcourt's cruelty
arc contresting examples of individual rcs;onsibility; the former
procucing nity end horror in the reader, thc latter condemnatlon
and revalsicn. This sympathy; in turn, depends; of courscg, on the
degree of understanding (empathy) which the resder has been.able
to nchiewve from nerrative and desceriptive passeges relevant to
that speciflc character. Thus the moral issue and the artistic
gquality of the books go hand in hand, The former will not strilke
us as belng hunanly sipnificant 1f the latter has failed in its
tosk of convinclng us that the characters arc men and wemsn in =
beliewnble world, This aspeet of George Elint's work will be be
discussed together with the new ideas about sociology; navticularly
those of Herbert Spcncer,

Intcrpretine the maln interest and significance of George
Eljint's work In the light of what has heen said ahove; the lack of
emphasis placed on Homela in thils study hecomes explalnahle, Tﬁe.

central fipures of the book remind us of other characters in ather

-
=

of George £llotfs novels, as will be pointed out later,” but the

setling cannot be judged 1a tho same wav as for the rest of her books.
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Historical novcls convinee by skilful nanipulaticn cof Lany care-
fully e¢ollected facts nnd an adpixture of emotlons and sltuations
which are common to all men 1n all ages, Pcople praise a histarical
novel larcely because fhe autlicr hans ecrezted an impressive world
of 1ife by means of learning and inagination. This is a world in
which the reader seems z ¥ind of tnurist; marvelling at the
reality of everything. He tends to he gullible, In the main strean
of nowvels of character, hﬂWaver; reality is not accepted 1Iin such
a ercdulous way. Reclity is only grudgingly adnitted to exist in
novels where the roender can test the world portrayed éireectly

froem hls own cxperilencce, Such 1s the case in all of George Eliot's

novels from Adam Bede to Dznicl BDeronda, the one exception being

Romola, Morcover, the r¢lationship between cnvironment and
character; foree of clreunstance and individual responsibility,
1s alsc within the intimate knowledge of the reader of novels
with a conte¢nvorary setting, False motivaticn, exaggerated sentl-
ment; naive explanation of charactor will inmediziely bg felt and
the story rejected as artificlal, The burden of proof of reality;
the obligation to csnvince; rest squarely with the author, In
historieal novels, the reader is called upon to make some imagl-
native effort; which ne is usuvally prepared to do beecauvse of
curicsity about the past; in other words, the '"dlstance lends
enchantment to thc view", The prescnt calls fortn no such willling
suspension-of-eritiecism, Where there-1s no convicticn that the
novel's world 1s the one the reader knows so well, the novel
becones 2 complcte failure; Although the settings in Gecree Eliot's

novels are now more thapn 2 hundred years away frorm ws in tlne, her
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writing still has the power to convince, It has not datced {except
in cortain very minor stylistic matters such as the omnlascient
euther convention and the taste for pedantry; which will be
mentioned later) and the worlds ﬁf each book stlll zppear real
to us even thovgh our own age is very different, But, of course;
we do not read Georpge Eliot for historiecal date or soclological
infornation on Viectorian England any more than we read Fielding -
far facts on the Georgian period or, fer that matter; Chaucer for
light on the reipgn of Edward III.

What follows is a defailed examinetion of George EIiot's
nevels in whieh it is hooed that the broader issues brought up in

this Iintroducticon will enmerge ocven more clearly and forcefully.,
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