Gilbert & Gubar, The Madwoman in the Attic: The Woman Writer and the Nineteenth-Century Literary Imagination (1979) 

Remarks on Mill on the Floss

Though she reiterated Milton’s misogyny where Bronte struggled to subvert it, Mary Shelley also understood the dangerous possibilities of the outcast will. Her lost Eve became a monster, but “he” was equally destructive to the fabric of society. Later in the nineteenth century other women writers, battling Milton’s bogey, would also examine the annihilation with which patriarchy threatens Eve’s quenchless will, and the witchlike rage with which the female responds. George Eliot, for instance, would picture in The Mill on the Floss a deadly androgyny that seems like a grotesque parody of the Liebestod Heathcliff and Catherine achieve. “In their death” Maggie and Tom Tulliver “are not divided” — but the union they achieve is the only authentic one Eliot can imagine for them, since in life the one became an angel of renunciation, the other a captain of industry. Significantly, however, their death is caused by a flood that obliterates half the landscape of culture: female nature does and will continue to protest. (p.307.)

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. Her public’s enthusiasm was matched by the awe with which her visitors brought their offerings and waited for her words of wisdom. If she was encouraged to play the role of sibyl or muse, however, she made it work for her. (p.468)

while both The Mill on the Floss and Middlemarch announce themselves as sociological studies of provincial life, […]  they were originally conceived and still come across as portraits of female destiny[.] (p.491)

[In] The Mill on the Floss (1860), possibly Eliot’s most autobiographical work, show[s] Maggie Tulliver to be most monstrous when she tries to turn herself into an angel of renunciation. (p.491.)

“[I]nside the gates . . . watching the world’s combat from afar, filling their long, empty days with memories and fear; outside, the men, in fierce struggle with things divine and human” (V, chap. 2). Not only dedicated to the private bonds of the family over the legal claims of the state, such modern-day Antigones are lonely, ineffective creatures whose acts of loyalty are invariably suicidal. (p.494)

Dinah Morris defends her right as a woman to preach by explaining that “It isn’t for men to make channels for God’s Spirit, as they make channels for the watercourses, and say, ‘Flow here, but flow not there’” (chap. 8). 
All Eliot’s novels prove Dinah right. An irresponsible father like Thias Bede is given every reason to fear death by water. When Gwendolen’s husband goes on the sea in the firm belief that “he could manage a sail with the same ease that he could manage a horse” (chap. 54) he finds he can manage neither and is punished [498] for his presumption. As Eliot explains in The Mill on the Floss, “nature has the deep cunning which hides itself under the appearance of openness, so that small people think they can see through her quite well, and all the while she is secretly preparing a refutation of their confident prophecies” (I, chap. 5). Like Nemesis, female nature here is another word for the author’s inflexible purposes, which have been so secretly prepared and cunningly hidden behind her insistent rhetoric of renunciation. (pp.497-98.)

As Eliot explains in The Mill on the Floss, “public opinion ... is always of the feminine gender” (VII, chap. 2).

[bookmark: _GoBack]Not only does Eliot’s web remain indecipherable because it is infinitely decipherable, not only does it work the revenge of nature against culture, it also represents the female community in its conservative standards. Aunt Glegg of The Mill on the Floss is terribly harsh on Maggie’s aspirations to transcend societal conventions until the girl needs help, but then the woman who bargained so energetically for a bit of net defends her niece against those who accuse her. By virtue of their very confinement to the domestic sphere, women like Harriet Bulstrode are exceptionally sensitive to the network of obligations and duties that link families together into a community. In the context of this holistic appreciation of social responsibilities, therefore, the greatest heroism is that of Dorothea, who feels another life “bound up” with her own, while the greatest villainy is Bulstrode’s, not only because he has misrepresented himself to his wife and neighbors, but also because such misrepresentation is adequately symbolized by his having sold the dyes which rotted Mr. Vincy’s silk (chap. 61). (p.527)



