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The Fault of Being a Woman Created
Middlemarch Virtue and George Eliot’s Challenge to Read Rosamond with Sympathy
INTRODUCTION
Middlemarch is widely considered to be George Eliot’s masterpiece. The novel offers what is in many ways a simple story following members of a provincial community, set across a backdrop of sociopolitical reformation from 1829 to 1832, as they come to recognize the reaching influence of seemingly mundane personal decisions while trying to live good lives. The novel provides a wide cast of characters within the expanding British middle-class who make countless mistakes, and none so obvious as through marriage. 
Probably the most important marriages we follow are Dorothea Brooke’s marriage to the tedious, ostensibly decrepit scholar Mr. Casaubon, and the young doctor Tertius Lydgate’s marriage to the extremely charming, but ever problematic, Rosamond Vincy. Edward Casaubon appears in the novel as a wealthy bachelor “no better than a mummy” (Eliot 54), and his swift marriage to the young and determined Dorothea relegates her life to existing in the periphery of his own life’s research, rather than realizing her dream to do meaningful work within academia, or even socially in her community. Dorothea, however, comes upon what is often considered a stroke of good luck when Mr. Casaubon dies not long into their marriage, and she is left with more opportunity for social and financial security than many nineteenth century women could hope to possess. 
Tertius Lydgate, to the minds of many academics, is not so lucky as Dorothea. Lydgate, whose ambition mirrors Dorothea’s, marries the captivating Rosamond Vincy shortly after his arrival in Middlemarch, as he is unable to resist Rosamond’s undeniable beauty and outwardly demure disposition. Lydgate proceeds with this marriage against his own reservations of becoming distracted from medicine; the central dedication of his personal aspirations, and his life as a whole. However, Lydgate’s internal motivations are decidedly unaligned with Rosamond’s. Rosamond, on the other hand, has been raised with specific expectations for what she might and should strive to attain in her life according to socially dictated limitations on her prospects. Though Rosamond is middle-class, she is trained in feminine skills to the utmost of social acceptability, and possesses great beauty, granting her a tenuous social mobility alongside the anticipation that she ought to be able to secure financial stability through marriage to a gentleman of upward social status. Thus, Middlemarch follows the thwarted expectations of each character, particularly those of Lydgate and Rosamond, who develop a complex tension which eventually leads to an emotional implosion of their marriage, as Lydgate fails to support Rosamond to the means that she has been created to expect. The inevitable conflict sets up a lingering problem with Middlemarch which this paper explores: George Eliot’s application of moral sympathy within the novel and the incongruity of this sympathy across its critical reception. 


GEORGE ELIOT’S CONCEPTION OF MORAL SYMPATHY
In her recent essay “In Defense of Rosamond,” Wendy S. Williams writes: “Sympathy is the ethical imperative of all of George Eliot’s novels… Her aim in writing fiction was to foster sympathy in the reader through narrative strategies including psychological realism” (315). Eliot’s conception of moral sympathy is a through line in her work, pushing her readers to recognize the influence of even the most mundane decisions, and the magnitude of the affect these decisions have on others. Eliot signifies the importance of sympathy by exposing the rich inner lives of each character in connection with other narratives. One character, however, who supposedly signals both the supposed limits of Eliot’s own sympathy within the novel, and the limits of critics’ sympathies for Eliot’s characters, is Rosamond Vincy. One of the first available resources in researching Middlemarch is its public access Wikipedia page, an accessible source for both academics and non-academics which offers a tempting foundation for approaching the challenge that is this novel. The character descriptions, for instance, offer confident, if superficially accurate, summaries of each figure in Middlemarch. Yet, reflection upon Middlemarch and its explorations raises quick doubt as to how nuanced descriptions such as these are. Rosamond’s description reads:
Vain, beautiful and shallow, Rosamond has a high opinion of her own charms and a low opinion of Middlemarch society. She marries Tertius Lydgate, believing he will raise her social standing and keep her comfortable. When her husband meets financial difficulties, she thwarts his efforts to economise, seeing such sacrifices as beneath her and insulting. She cannot bear the idea of losing social status. (“Middlemarch” Wikipedia)
This summary of Rosamond’s character across the vast scope of the novel is evidently reductive and typifies the negative opinions of critics across many years—if anything, this portrayal is tame. Yet, this reading clearly doesn’t show itself to be remotely sympathetic to the circumstances that contextualize the position and mindset of a character like Rosamond. This paper addresses the visible clash between the lack of sympathy offered to characters like Rosamond and the tenets of sympathy that characterize Middlemarch as a whole. As a central problem, this paper asks the question, why doesn’t Rosamond deserve the same sympathy? This essay explores this seeming paradox from the perspective of Eliot’s narrative considering her ethical framework of moral sympathy and draws from contemporary criticism which offers new and less reductive frameworks for reconsidering Rosamond’s unsympathetic treatment. From this new criticism, readers might recontextualize Eliot’s project of developing a new moral sympathy through the challenge of Rosamond Vincy. Elements of class, femininity, and domesticity shape Rosamond’s identity in a way that is incompatible with Middlemarch virtue, and suggest a more generous reading of Middlemarch sympathy. 
This paper establishes how one of Eliot’s primary concerns in her writing, as shown by the themes of novels like Middlemarch, is to confront her audience with this new moral sympathy, so we might understand how our decisions have a profound ripple effect which we should always strive to recognize to live better fulfilled lives. This new moral sympathy could then replace traditional values with a new system that might improve interpersonal relationships and general conduct across communities. Elizabeth Ermarth observes that Eliot’s sympathy functions by the splitting of the mind into two sides, one which brings about a person’s perception of their individual limitations while concurrently encouraging an intention to surpass these limitations (24). Ermarth writes, “In [Eliot’s] novels any constructive action must be preceded by the recognition of difference: between oneself and another, or between the differing impulses of one's own complex motivation,” (25) and “George Eliot commends to her readers the double action of differentiation and unification, of sympathy and self-expression as the supremely moral act” (26).  Despite this underlying ethical framework that distinguishes Middlemarch, there is an evident lack of application of this moral sympathy in the landscape of the novel’s critical reception. Williams notes that, in particular, there has been a historical absence of sympathy for Rosamond, citing criticism that call her “scheming, spoiled, selfish, manipulative, shallow, narcissistic, petulant, “gracefully vicious,” soulless, an “unmitigated egoist…and blaming her for destroying her husband’s career” (316). She argues that Rosamond is almost certainly the most unjustly treated of Eliot’s characters (Williams 315-16). The prevalence of Eliot’s moral sympathy throughout her novels contrasts with a striking lack of sympathy afforded to Rosamond, and provokes a twofold question: why does Rosamond’s distance from the virtue represented in characters like Dorothea cause the novel to portray her as it does, and why do critics historically cast her as representative of the novel’s problems rather than reading her with sympathy?
	Observing just some of the criticism against Rosamond, Williams states:  
Eliot’s second husband, Walter Cross, wrote: “Of all the characters she had attempted she found Rosamond’s the most difficult to sustain” (Eliot and Cross 3, 306). Rosamond makes mistakes. At times she is selfish. We readers don’t approve of her fastidiousness about her appearance, her need for adoration, and her efforts to achieve upward social mobility. But Rosamond is merely a product of her environment. How else should she exist in a world that created her to be exactly as she was? (Williams 316)
This is the critical question that motivates this essay. Eliot herself is cited by some academics, such as Russell Goldfarb, as expressing a sense of mercy for Rosamond in reference to the narrator’s request to “Think no unfair evil of [Rosamond], pray: she had no wicked plots, nothing sordid or mercenary” (Eliot 252). Goldfarb especially illustrates and summarizes the large volume of harsh criticism that has been leveled against Rosamond. He writes:
William Dean Howells found her “altogether odious.” To Henry James, she was Lydgate’s “miserable little wife,” a “mulish domestic flower” who was “gracefully vicious.” Contemporary critics write from the same perspective: William Marshall thinks Rosamond might be “ready to kill a husband because he has wearied her,” and Gordon Haight writes metaphorically of Rosamond as a “deadly electric eel.” (83)
The negative criticism that characterizes Rosamond’s reception is striking. However, the evolution from earlier scholarship, as shown above, and newer threads of literary thought, as with scholars like Williams, Goldfarb, and more, suggest a benefit in reexamining the contrast between what the novel shows us about Rosamond’s position and a broader critical reaction to her character. 
To first address the tension that arises from the question of Eliot’s narrative within Middlemarch and her intention or incapacity to write Rosamond with a varying level of sympathy, it is helpful to turn to Eliot’s wider body of work. Clinton MacHann writes extensively on the presence of villains—explicitly unsympathetic figures—in several of Eliot’s novels. Noting a distinction between Eliot’s approach to sympathy and characters in Middlemarch and Daniel Deronda, MacHann observes:
In…Middlemarch (1871-1872), Eliot had created eminently unsympathetic male characters by conventional standards—Edward Casaubon, the egotistical, dry pedant who marries and severely disappoints if not abuses the heroine Dorothea Brooke, and Nicholas Bulstrode, a narrow-minded, egotistical Evangelical bully—but she insists that the reader empathize with their inner pain and anguish. Grandcourt in Daniel Deronda is a somewhat different case: cold and even sadistic, he seems empty inside, bored with life and oblivious to intellectual or emotional stimulation, obsessed with his social status, his property. (333)
MacHann plainly demonstrates that in Eliot’s other works characters are made explicitly villainous; their cruelty is developed for a literary purpose, but they are still made wholly unlikeable to that end, and any complexity of character is not present to a significant enough degree to express a sense of sympathetic virtue within or towards these characters. Rosamond is framed similarly across the novel’s earlier reception, and even across many of the novel’s earlier sections. In her article on marriage and sympathy in Middlemarch, Cara Webber highlights a question of how far Eliot was conscious of portraying Rosamond so negatively and calls attention to other scholars’ questioning of Eliot’s lack of attention paid to Rosamond’s inner life in comparison to many other characters (503). Importantly, Weber argues against previous opinions sustaining the notion that Eliot was simply incapable of providing the same level of sympathetic characterization in the case of Rosamond’s characterization and plotline. This article astutely observes Eliot’s treatment of Rosamond’s character and the interiority and encouragement of sympathy in the treatment of other more blatantly unsympathetic characters, as seen above in the portrayal of characters such as Casaubon or Bulstrode. However, Weber expresses the opinion that Eliot’s approach to writing Rosamond stems from a “lucid critique of the ideology of femininity in which Rosamond is raised” (503). Weber also suggests that while other critics have suggested that Rosamond’s character represents a failure of sympathy on George Eliot’s part, she instead represents how education acts as the site of production for “generalized” mental habits, which result in a perceived lack of subjectivity regarding her character (503). There are several aspects of Middlemarch which illustrate the more profound, complex reasons behind Eliot’s intentional “generalization” of Rosamond. Middlemarch clearly situates Rosamond with more complexity than Eliot’s other, less agreeable characters, a lack of which might be seen through those characters like Grandcourt in Daniel Deronda. In Middlemarch, even the narrator directly claims, “shall I say, Poor Rosamond!” (Eliot 123), in a brief but compelling moment that signals Eliot’s deliberate position on Rosamond’s circumstances in the narrative, and those limiting feminine ideologies that structure Rosamond’s life. 
ROSAMOND AND FEMININE IDEOLOGIES IN MIDDLEMARCH
Several aspects of feminine ideologies during the era play inextricably into features of Rosamond’s identity. This comes about in a way that contradicts the ideal Middlemarch virtue embodied in characters like Dorothea Brooke. Dorothea is hyper-idealistic and ardent, and in many instances she acts as a foil to Rosamond, who appears vain and self-obsessed in both her goals and the actions she takes to achieve them. Paradoxically, however, Dorothea, despite all her virtues, is not as well-regarded in Middlemarch society when compared to Rosamond, who conforms precisely to the conventions which would make a woman attractive. We see as Eliot writes “Rosamond never showed any unbecoming knowledge, and was always that combination of correct sentiments, music, dancing, drawing, elegant note-writing, private album for extracted verse, and perfect blond loveliness” (Eliot 252). Our first introduction to Rosamond arises through passing social remarks, when one town bachelor, Mr. Chichely, crudely praises her in comparison to Dorothea and her sister Celia, stating “I like them blond, with a certain gait, and a swan neck. Between ourselves…if I were a marrying man I should choose Miss Vincy before either of them” (Eliot 82-3). In contrast to Rosamond, Dorothea is too ambitious. She has too many ideas for her life that require stepping outside of prescribed feminine conventions—following a sense of independence and doing work that would be traditionally suited to the male mind, though she is more able to exercise some divergence from convention as a woman of higher rank, and who is financially secure after the death of her husband. Rosamond, on the other hand, does everything possible to play upon the strength of her beauty, and act the part of the demure, elegant woman who would make the perfect wife to any gentleman of good society. In her article on gender in George Eliot’s fiction, Kate Flint states: “Eliot makes it clear that interpreting and behaving according to dominant social conventions is a two-way process, in which both women and men play their parts, and assess the world through sexual stereotypes” (140). This is indicative of how women like Rosamond are required to adhere to prescribed gender roles; she must play the part of the perfect woman if she is going to be successful in attracting the proper partner. The concept of playing a part or performing a sense of identity becomes integral to the formation of Rosamond’s character. If Rosamond does not act the way a women ought to, or see things from the “proper feminine angle” (Eliot 88)—as Lydgate points out that Dorothea does not—she fails to perform the social conduct that would establish her character in Middlemarch society. George Eliot’s characterization thus highlights a malevolent dynamic between gender roles and womanhood that clashes with the novel’s definition of virtue as an intangible expression of passion and sympathy.
Importantly, Eliot directly follows this declaration of Rosamond’s merits over other Middlemarch women in noting that Dorothea’s uncle, Mr. Brooke, “would not have chosen that his nieces should meet the daughter of a Middlemarch manufacturer, unless it were on a public occasion” (83). Eliot immediately establishes Rosamond’s social status as a woman who is not only vastly beautiful, but who recognizes how she must alter herself to play her personality in a way that might elevate her socially. Though there is not an immediate glaring difference in rank between families like the Vincys and the Brookes, the subtle differences are present in the narrative, and it is shown that the Vincys sit in the middle-class after Mr. Vincy had “descended a little” (Eliot 89) in marrying Mrs. Vincy, the daughter of an innkeeper. Contrarily, the Brookes are part of the upper middle class, or of the upper class according to some scholars. This distinction between middle and upper middle class might seem insignificant, but is enough to produce a social tension as expressed by Mr. Brooke through his distaste for the social association of his nieces with Rosamond, due to the Vincy family’s comparatively lower social status. Considering public state of opinion towards even marginal discrepancies in rank, Rosamond’s disdain for marrying a man within the bounds of Middlemarch, and her generally insular focus on making a match, appears progressively more reasonable. 
	One of the key issues in Rosamond’s critical reception lies in how, within the world of the novel, we can in fact read critically and sympathetically to recognize many reasons why Rosamond is the way she is. That is, she is not uniquely bad, but raised according to limiting expectations of class, gender roles, and domesticity. Analyzing the class structures which are formative to Rosamond’s identity serves to highlight the broader cultural context at play, and how the work of these ideologies is to “cover up how much effort goes into the constant production of Rosamond” (Weber 505).  For instance, Eliot writes that Rosamond is sent to the best finishing school in the region—a system designed to teach women of middle-class status the appropriate feminine social etiquette—where Rosamond was “admitted to be the flower of Mrs. Lemon’s school… where the teaching included all that was demanded in the accomplished female—even to extras, such as the getting in and out of a carriage” (89). Finishing school was a system designed to teach women, often of middle-class status, the appropriate feminine social etiquette. Because it would not be even a remote possibility for Rosamond to be educated in a university setting, which was a strictly masculine space, whereas finishing school would be less academically taxing and would focus on preparing girls for feminine accomplishments, such as language, art, and music, as would also overlap with domestic duties of marriage and running a household (Jordan 440-41). 
It is also significant here to recognize the contrast between Rosamond and her brother, Fred Vincy. Both Vincy children were given the opportunity to become educated in a manner that might allow them to socially secure or raise themselves above the level of their parents, though to the degree that was socially appropriate for each. Throughout the novel, Fred anticipates acquisition of security and comfort in his life as being facilitated through his potential inheritance of Peter Featherstone’s supposed fortune—his uncle by marriage. Though this scenario does not end in prosperity for Fred—Featherstone ultimately leaves his fortune to an illegitimate son—the very fact that he is able to entertain this fantasy for so long speaks to a gendered disparity between his social situation and Rosamond’s. Fred puts off his pursuit of a career, and his pursuit of marriage. He even fails to complete his education at university (Goldfarb 85). For a greater part of the novel Fred avoids coming to any significant decision regarding his the path in life in anticipation of a fortune that he is not guaranteed to inherit, and of which he had not the slightest confirmation of its very existence, because few aspects of his life as a middle-class man would confront him in a way that would lead him to believe he would not receive the help he required, whenever he required it. 
In direct parallel to Fred, Rosamond is offered the same level of socially appropriate education throughout their upbringing. As opposed to Fred, though, Rosamond’s only means of social mobility remains accessible through marriage to the proper English gentleman. Before Rosamond realizes her error in judgement, this gentleman finds form in Tertius Lydgate, a newcomer who arrives as a young proficient in the medical field, and who was “altogether foreign to Middlemarch, carrying a certain air of distinction congruous with good family, and possessing connections which offered vistas of that middle-class heaven, rank” (Eliot 88). Lydgate does not initially reflect the middling restrictions that Middlemarch life poses to Rosamond. Previously in the novel, Rosamond distinctly expresses that she has no intention of ever marrying a man from Middlemarch (Eliot 91), as she understands the social limits of marrying within the provincial crowd as destined to confine her to provincial life. This is significant for Rosamond in reflecting how acceptable forms of feminine schooling educated her to recognize that financial and social affluence are essential to attaining the contentment that is secured through marriage, and which she is raised to believe she deserves. Wealth draws inevitable parallels to rank, with rank being the only social ambition Rosamond can actively work towards as a woman, and even then, she may only work towards that goal through the pursuit of a socially and financially beneficial marriage. She might not do her own work in any other way than one that might socially debase her, such as being a governess or by working in textiles as a seamstress, or in the larger garment industry (Scott and Tilly 38). Moreover, most women who did this work were unmarried, working-class and peasant women (Scott and Tilly 49). Contrarily, she might not effectively seek out any more esteemed, or masculine, form of work, as no one would accept her for higher education or allow her to do the work that the male mind was more suited for, such as being a doctor like her husband—again, not without accepting the reality of living as a social outcast. 


MARRIAGE, PROFESSIONAL DOMESTICITY, AND SYMPATHY 
The notion of what Monica Cohen terms “professional domesticity” is critical to understanding Rosamond’s life, insofar as it exemplifies the placing of middle-class women in a managerial role within the domestic space – an integral aspect of identity as formed by a larger culture. The notion of professional domesticity is critical to representing a unique facet life for women like Rosamond, existing within the middle class. In her article titled ‘Inventing Reality: The Ideological Commitments of George Eliot's “Middlemarch,”’ Elizabeth Langland outlines this sense of professional domesticity in Middlemarch in relation to the well-known discourse of the angel in the house. Though this refers to a stereotype of later Victorian literature brought to popular attention by Coventry Patmore’s poem of the same title, the concept of the angel in the house rings very true across much nineteenth century literature, and especially for a character in Rosamond’s position. Langland writes:
Running the middle-class household, which by definition became “middle-class” in its possession of at least one servant, was an exercise in class management…Although the nineteenth-century novel presented the household as a secure and moral haven from economic and political storms, alongside this figuration one may discern another process at work: the active management of class power. The home, often figured as a haven with its attending angel, can be decoded so that we recognize it as a theater for the staging of a family's social position, a staging that depends on a group of prescribed domestic practices. (Langland 87)
This aspect of domesticity gives a tangibility to women’s pursuit of marriage, particularly in the sense that this pursuit can be viewed as a career. As scholars like Langland describe, these domestic practices were the main source of middle-class women’s “cultural capital” (88). These factors underline the significance of a woman promoting herself as much as possible if she sought a good match and financial security. These contexts also reflect the reality that expressions of love and authenticity must often be sidelined, as they are for Rosamond. Rosamond is blatantly vain, but she is also self-aware and intelligent. Rosamond’s interactions with Mary Garth, the sensible daughter of the lower-class Garth family, clarify the condition of her mindset. In one moment, Rosamond is lightly scrutinized by Mary Garth for her ability to choose a suitor according to her preferred conceit, and her preference of suitors with a haughty nature, Rosamond claims “[haughtiness] is not conceit” (Eliot 106). As Rosamond is able to make the subtle distinction between grotesque arrogance and necessary pride, she fully comprehends much of her behaviour. Similarly, she recognizes her beauty to be her greatest asset if she wants to make the right “career choices” by selecting the right partner with the resources to support her, and she must play upon traits of pride to propel her forward, socially. When Rosamond recognizes that Lydgate’s idealistic aspirations do not, and will do nothing to fulfill her taught material values, she drops any pretense that she is fulfilled by a marriage entirely void of the provision that she has been made to expect, when she has dedicated everything to achieving that goal. 
Eliot establishes how important these goals are to Rosamond in a critical moment when Lydgate’s cousin visits from the north. Captain Lydgate, notwithstanding his own rank as a captain, is part of the upper class Quallingham family, and as such represents another potential avenue for social ascent. Accordingly, Rosamond anticipates that, though her marriage might not have done so, then her new familial connections might finally elevate her: “it seemed now that her marriage was visibly as well as ideally floating her above the Middlemarch level” (Eliot 546). Rosamond pushes this goal so intensely that she goes against Lydgate’s orders that she should not ride horseback in the event of an accident. She continues to wait until Lydgate is not present to go on a ride in the captain’s company, where her horse spooks. Ultimately, Rosamond experiences a miscarriage as a result of her efforts to pursue advancement, again reflecting how insidiously these social pressures have influenced her (Eliot 549). Within this scene Lydgate is shown to be struck by Rosamond’s persistence, and both readers and critics seem quick to sympathise with Lydgate’s uncertainty over Rosamond’s frame of mind, and lack of ability to understand what drives her to desire advancement in the social sphere over the moral benefits of doing—or supporting her husband in doing—virtuous work. Weber describes this uncertainty, which we see in Lydgate’s reactions as with critics, as arising from a perception of Rosamond’s “eerily mechanical self-shaping,” and explains how this cold, robotic performance is indicative of the problematic state of cultural feminine ideologies that force women like Rosamond to identify their selves by a means of performing for others (506). The perspective of Rosamond’s character being developed according to external validation draws attention to the divide between herself and Lydgate. Unlike Rosamond, Lydgate has not been shaped by a process of self-identification through performance, and as such he can operate on his own intrinsic motivations and might be fulfilled within himself by the carrying out of the work that he desires to do, rather than adhering to a strict cultural script.
There is a tendency amongst scholars to praise Lydgate’s idealism while vilifying Rosamond’s shallowness, to which Williams raises the question: “Do we value his professional ambition more than Rosamond’s social ambition?” (318). This question encourages readers and critics to confront their own assumptions about why it is that their instinct might be to sympathize with Lydgate, according to a sense of idealism that defines his character, as opposed to Rosamond. At this point, rather than once again criticizing Rosamond, Eliot’s framework of moral sympathy might instead outline the severity of the problem, where middle-class women like Rosamond are pressed to choose between sympathetic virtue, or comfort, without any legitimate avenue for escape from the feminine domestic space. 
Another relevant storyline follows the major financial struggles that Lydgate and Rosamond face, when his medical work fails to bring in adequate funds to support the lifestyle that Rosamond believes she is entitled to. Ashamed, Lydgate waits until their debts amass to an unmanageable and unconcealable crisis before deciding to take Rosamond into his confidence about their financial situation, announcing that “there are things which husband and wife must think of together” (Eliot 557). In simple reply, Rosamond asks her husband “What can I do, Tertius?” (Eliot 558) Though this question might be perceived as nothing more than a whining, helpless statement, recontextualizing Rosamond’s position conveys the legitimacy of her raising this question. What can she do to rectify their path to financial ruin? She cannot work to bring in funds, she has no financial trust to rely on—and even if she did, that money would not be her own at the juncture of her marriage to Lydgate. To this point, Lydgate has held Rosamond apart from possessing critical knowledge concerning the state of their personal affairs as a married unit. According to the script of married life, or the performative “theatre” that many contemporary critics refer to, the union that Rosamond has allowed herself to become beholden to following the expectation that she will be provided for becomes plainly unsustainable. In response, Rosamond attempts to pursue a line of relatively rational, achievable solutions for Lydgate on sharpening his medical practice to more profitable ends, or on how they might make a sale and leave Middlemarch for a fresh start without debts. She suggests that Lydgate should be paid for his time working for the hospital, rather than volunteering. She suggests that he should follow the practice of other doctors and send out medicines. She suggests that they go to her father and appeal to him for support (Eliot 558). To each suggestion, Lydgate refuses, as he had “come to Middlemarch bent on doing many things that were not directly fitted to make his fortune or even secure him a good income” (Eliot 88). 
Though Lydgate’s dreams of doing charitable medical work, the idealistic inadequacies of the alternatives do not make Rosamond any more incorrect or shallow for offering the solutions she does. Middlemarch recurrently shows that Rosamond cannot help but recognize that not only her prosperity, but her basic security is contingent on her husband’s success in these professional and social systems. Lydgate, however, is evidently determined to dedicate himself to a life based largely on helping those less fortunate—an unquestionably philanthropic goal, but all the same an unrealistic expectation for a married man who bears the burden of financial responsibility for supporting his household. Scholars like Goldfarb argue that this moment might be identified as Rosamond’s spirit peeking through in a moment of weakness, or as “still another way of defying her husband” (92). The context of professional domesticity, however, clarifies how the real problem is that the motivation instead lies in Rosamond’s revulsion towards her husband’s lack of honesty—not only in their financial situation, but in his inability or unwillingness to recognize the validity of her ambitions, and the work that she does in the domestic sphere. In her essay on the “Woman Question” in Middlemarch, Kathleen Blake claims that “Lydgate completely fails to imagine that [Rosamond] is like himself in needing something to do and that he himself becomes her work by default” (302). Blake’s statement hits at the heart of one of the key issues that arises in the mutual misunderstanding that becomes Lydgate and Rosamond’s marriage. It is worth observing that while Lydgate directly expresses his desire for recognition of his work, he appears to be entirely incapable of recognizing that Rosamond’s position mirrors his own, and if not for her dilemmas existing in the feminine sphere, they might be seen as entirely alike in many ways; both ambitious figures who are confident and certain in what they desire from the world in order to achieve a sense of fulfilment in life. Yet, Lydgate has substantially more cultural freedom to seek that fulfilment in doing work that might have an impact outside of a domestic or social setting, Rosamond is strictly limited to the boundaries of a domestic space, as shown above, and must enact some forms of self-manipulation, or performance, if she wishes to achieve the power that emerges from mobility. 
In his essay on the insufficiency of gender roles in Middlemarch, Allan Spencer points to one particular scene near the end of the novel as being indicative of the narrator’s sympathy towards Rosamond, and the impression that the fault lies within the discourse of feminine ideologies that define her nature. In this scene, Rosamond fails to divert Will Ladislaw’s devotion for Dorothea Brooke towards herself. She is openly berated by Ladislaw and rather cruelly informed of his absolute lack of regard for her as a lover, or even as a woman in comparison to an ideal moralistic figure like Dorothea. Spencer notes the importance of Eliot writing that “Rosamond, while these poisoned weapons were being hurled at her, was almost losing the sense of her identity” (732). This reference to Rosamond’s reception of Ladislaw’s rejection as a loss of identity reaffirms this notion that her identity, through no direct fault of her own, is inextricably tied up in the performing of gender roles prescribed by English society in the 1830s. “Performing” stands out as another key word here, and it serves as explanation to calling back to aforementioned view of Rosamond as characterized by playing a part. The notion of performance effectively encapsulates one aspect of Rosamond’s predicament which sets her up to receive much of the criticism that has been stacked against her. On Rosamond’s performance of identity, Weber writes: “In her self-regulating adherence to a static, ideologically scripted role, Rosamond presents an example of selfhood under-written by the paradigm of identification, one that foregrounds the cultural production of this paradigm” (504). Considering Weber’s illustration of how Rosamond’s identity is bound up with the need for recognition of her successfully performing the cultural script set for her, the impact of her previous coldness towards Lydgate, and her strong response to rejection is continually more visible.
 Following Ladislaw’s forceful rejection of Rosamond Eliot writes, “The poor thing had no force to fling out any passion in return; the terrible collapse of the illusion towards which all her hope had been strained was a stroke which had too thoroughly shaken her: her little world was in ruins” (734). An audience reading this passage under the impression of Eliot’s incapacity to write Rosamond with sympathy might fail to read for any present signs of sympathy. This case speaks to Dwight Purdy’s analysis of what he calls the use of the “commiserating ‘poor’” in Middlemarch, and its 145 appearances in the novel (805). Moreover, Purdy remarks that Rosamond is the primary recipient of the narrator’s use of the sympathetic “poor”—not in referencing a character’s economic position—and how this use reveals itself to be Eliot’s tactics for encouraging a reader to exercise a sense of sympathy. As Purdy’s essay explains, in this case the reference to the unfortunate form of “poor” evokes a reader’s sense that a character is experiencing challenging misfortune or misery. This seems to function by reminding the audience that “Rosamond might too easily be condemned to outer darkness like Casaubon, and so George Eliot gives her a high degree of particularity and the full benefit of the adjective” (815). Bearing this in mind, the narrator’s description of Rosamond’s dismay concerning her rejection in this scene is additionally significant. While the description of her world as little might give the impression of a short but sharp insult to Rosamond’s “little” frame of mind or seem to bear some significance on the “littleness” that characterizes the domestic world she fights to maintain and elevate herself within. Yet, Purdy’s recognition of Eliot’s particular use of the term “poor” recontextualizes her narrative approach to sympathizing with and encouraging sympathy for the plights of all her characters, including Rosamond—though she addresses Rosamond’s case distinctly according to the uniquely restricted conventions of her upbringing, education, marriage, and so forth. This returns us to the key point that Rosamond’s character depends on performing femininity in order to receive external affirmation, and to anchor her sense of self. Here, Rosamond is powerless to perform the behaviors that would affirm her sense of self, and this forces her into a situation where she must acknowledge this littleness. Her world is little, and the narrator’s action of drawing attention to the smallness of Rosamond’s world, and that of her nature, would be more accurately observed as emerging from a sympathetic perspective of her character.  
CONCLUSION
As this essay demonstrates, the history of harsh criticism against Rosamond, alongside Eliot’s own narrative choices, clearly overlook the circumstances in which she is placed. She faces the same dilemma as the other women of Middlemarch, and at the very least cannot be faulted, as Eliot demonstrates, for making necessary choices. Recent scholarship on Middlemarch has revised conventional approaches to this character, and reveals a trend of more complex thought about why Rosamond is paradoxically created to act a certain way and is then disparaged for being exactly what she was created to be. If a reader were to absorb only the superficial statements made regarding Rosamond’s insensitivity or shallowness, they might expect Rosamond’s education and class to act as a source of freedom in the plot. However, a re-examination of Middlemarch, as encouraged by much of this recent scholarship about gender roles, identity, and particularly professional domesticity, serves to reaffirm a different version of Rosamond’s plight: that access to the world of the novel is hindered by Rosamond’s sex, as women are contradictorily unintended to interact with wealth and education, but are intended to be socially defined by it, nonetheless. Eliot shows that within the social dynamics of the emerging middle-class, women like Rosamond are forced to assume the perspective of always making social moves with the intention to seek security by marrying into wealth and status – a reality that leaves behind the idealism which in Middlemarch is usually the uppermost virtue. The interaction between these components of Rosamond’s identity demonstrates an internal inconsistency of Middlemarch sympathy towards Rosamond and has led to a historically and critically unfair misreading of her character, judging her for the effects of circumstances as though they were her own fault, and operating under the assumption that Eliot herself was either incapable of sympathising with Rosamond, or intentionally flattening her mentality for a purpose set apart from the goals of her moral sympathy. More recent criticism allows for a reconsideration of Rosamond as a valuable challenge to a more complex depiction of middle-class women in nineteenth century British literature. This requires a revised critical opinion of how Rosamond’s character ought to conduct herself in giving due consideration to how she has been shaped by social ideologies beyond her control and is required to perform her identity accordingly. Eliot offers her readers extensive nuance to work with; perhaps Rosamond presents the greatest challenge to this sympathy, but as readers of Eliot we ought to honour this work by facing it head on.
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