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ABSTRACT 
 

This thesis examines the porous boundaries between humans and domesticated animals in 

Victorian literature, arguing that the depiction of nonhuman animals in literature both upends and 

reaffirms human-animal hierarchies. Specifically, I focus on George Eliot’s The Mill on the 

Floss (1860) and Christina Rossetti’s “Goblin Market” (1862) to understand the mid-nineteenth-

century preoccupation with rethinking the status of the nonhuman animal in light of the 

publication of Charles Darwin’s On the Origin of Species (1859). I contend that Eliot and 

Rossetti blur the distinction between humans and nonhuman animals and raise questions about 

the role and significance of animals as characters, agents, and literary tropes.  

By juxtaposing a realist novel and a fable-like poem, this thesis reveals the points of 

overlap between narrative and poetic strategies when language is used to convey what it is like to 

be a nonhuman animal. Ultimately, I argue that the complex representation of nonhuman animals 

in The Mill on the Floss and “Goblin Market” challenges Darwinian ideas about progress and 

shows that the lives of animal-others matter.  
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INTRODUCTION 
 

In Elizabeth Barrett Browning’s poem “Flush or Faunus” (1850), the speaker attempts to 

bridge the gulf between the lyrical “I” and “this dog:”  

You see this dog. It was but yesterday 

I mused forgetful of his presence here 

Till thought on thought drew downward tear on tear; 

When from the pillow, where wet-cheeked I lay, 

A head as hairy as Faunus, thrust its way 

Right sudden against my face,—two golden-clear 

Large eyes astonished mine,—a drooping ear 

Did flap me on either cheek, to dry the spray! 

I started first, as some Arcadian 

Amazed by goatly God in twilight grove: 

But as my bearded vision closelier ran 

My tears off, I knew Flush, and rose above 

Surprise and sadness; thanking the true Pan, 

Who, by low creatures, leads to heights of love. (196) 

In the middle of the poem, the speaker blurs the human and nonhuman animal distinctions. Flush 

becomes an equal companion as he comforts the speaker by drying their tears.1 This simple, 

loving act suggests that the human – nonhuman relationship is reciprocal and nonhierarchical. 

Yet, this companionship evokes anxiety. The speaker feels better, they “rose above,” and 

 
1 Barrett Browning’s more famous poem about her dog, Flush, is “To My Dog, Flush,” which Virginia Woolf later 
adapted into an autobiography from Flush’s perspective, Flush: A Biography.  
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subsequently recalls that Flush is a “low creature.” The speaker gives thanks to the “goatly God” 

Pan, who is the Greek God of the wild, shepherds, and flocks, instead of praising the one who 

did the loving deed, the dog. In this sense, as the title suggests, the poem raises a tension between 

either recognizing Flush the dog as a literal individual or treating the dog as a metaphorical 

representation of Faunus.  

 Like Barrett Browning’s “Flush or Faunus,” Victorian novels, poetry, and children’s 

literature are teeming with animals, especially dogs and horses. Beloved pet animals are the 

subject of devotional and eulogistic poems, animals often appear as allegories in children’s 

books, and they are in the margins of realist novels.2 In their introduction to Animals in Victorian 

Literature and Culture (2017), L.W. Mazzeno and R.D. Morrison posit that “animals in 

Victorian literature are difficult to characterize and much more work needs to be done” (8). In 

this thesis I accept the challenge by examining the marginal yet significant role of nonhuman 

animals in literary texts. Specifically, I explore works published between 1860 and 1862, the 

years immediately following the publication of Charles Darwin’s On the Origin of Species 

(1859), to focus on the ways in which literature responds to radical new ideas about time, 

progress, development, and humanity’s relationship to nonhuman animals. In doing so, I pay 

attention to the depiction of nonhuman animals to suggest that their inclusion in mid-nineteenth-

century Victorian literature both upends and reaffirms human-animal hierarchies. 

 Since the publication of Peter Singer’s Animal Liberation in 1975, the interdisciplinary 

field of animal studies has been growing in popularity.3 Within animal studies, there are several 

 
2 See, for example, Lewis Carroll’s Through the Looking-Glass and What Alice Found There, Eliza Cook’s “On the 
Death of a Favourite Hound,” Thomas Hardy’s “Last Words to a Dumb Friend,” and Anna Sewell’s Black Beauty. 
3 See Martin Danahay and Deborah Denenholz Morse’s “The Emergence of Animal Studies” for a chart of citations 
of animal studies from 1930 to 2019 (344). Notably, between 2010 and 2019, there were over 1,000 scholarly 
citations.  
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(overlapping) approaches. In “The Emergence of Animal Studies,” Martin Danahay and Deborah 

Denenholz Morse define four approaches to animal studies:  

“animality studies,” which studies animals in cultural history without invoking advocacy; 

“critical animal studies,” which by contrast studies the position of animals with an 

explicit political agenda; “companion animal studies,” which focuses on human 

relationships with domesticated animals; and “zoocriticism,” which has emerged from 

ecocritical studies and unites postmodernism, a concern for the global environment, and 

the need for environmental justice. (342)  

My thesis most closely aligns with animality studies or literary animal studies because I situate 

my analysis in the cultural history of the mid-nineteenth century.4 I do not emphasize advocacy, 

but I suggest that, in thinking critically about the presence of animals in novels and poetry, a 

possibility exists to imagine new ways of relating to and interacting with real animals in the real 

world.5  

The burgeoning field of Victorian Animal Studies, to which this thesis seeks to 

contribute, begins with Harriet Ritvo’s landmark publication of The Animal Estate (1987). 

Ritvo’s extensive cultural history of animals in nineteenth-century Great Britain continues to 

encourage critics to pay attention to the role, significance, and representation of animals in the 

Victorian era. This period has been fruitful for critical work centered on animal studies because 

of the many legal, social, and scientific changes that affected the status of the animal. The 

 
4 By shifting the focus away from anthropocentric readings of literature, the adjacent field of ecocriticism is also 
important to my thesis. Ecocriticism, according to Cheryll Glotfelty, is “the study of the relationship between 
literature and the physical environment” (xviii). This critical lens prioritizes the dynamism of ecosystems. Provided 
that I study individual animals rather than the larger ecosystem that they inhabit, animal studies is more central to 
my thesis. Additionally, animal studies raises important questions about the role of sympathy in human-animal 
relationships. In the first chapter of this thesis, I discuss sympathy in greater detail.  
5 In a seminar paper I wrote for a graduate course titled “Sensations in the Victorian Novel,” I made a similar claim. 
I argued that reimagining human-animal relationships in fiction can affect actual human-animal relationships. 
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Victorians’ exposure to and consumption of Darwin’s evolutionary theory, for instance, caused 

them to change the way they saw themselves in relation to the natural world. Many were 

preoccupied with pets and their attendant categories, types, and forms. They began conscious 

efforts to advocate for animal welfare.  

 

A Brief History of Animal Welfare Movements in Nineteenth-Century Great Britain 

  

 At the turn of the nineteenth century, animal welfare emerged in Great Britain as a 

political and legal concern as activists sought legislation on behalf of animals. For example, on 

May 5, 1809, Lord Thomas Erskine gave a (now famous) speech to the House of Lords, arguing 

for anti-cruelty legislation to protect the welfare of animals.6 Ritvo notes that “Nineteenth-

century English law viewed animals simply as the property of human owners, only trivially 

different from less mobile goods,” so Erskine’s speech marks a shift in belief that the law should 

function for living things other than humans (2).  

However, his proposal prioritized human desires: if working animals are treated well and 

are healthy, he argued, then they will be more efficient workers. For Erskine, there is a reciprocal 

relationship between humans and animals: God entrusted humans to look after the animals and, 

in turn, animals perform labor for humans. Significantly, he contends that this trust is a moral 

duty:  

In the name of that God who gave to man his dominion over the lower world, to 

acknowledge and recognize that dominion to be a moral trust. It is a proposition which no 

 
6 Anna Feuerstein points out that Erskine’s bill was not the first proposal on behalf of the welfare of animals: there 
was a 1654 ordinance against cockfighting, and in 1800 and 1802, Sir William Pulteney and John Dent proposed 
bills to ban bull-baiting (37).  



 5 

man living can deny, without denying the whole foundation of our duties… Nothing…is 

more interesting than to contemplate the helpless condition of man with all his godlike 

faculties, when stripped of the aids which he receives from the numerous classes of 

inferior beings, whose qualities, and powers, and instincts, are admirably and 

wonderfully constructed for his use. (Erskine 4-5) 

Although Erskine maintains a distinct hierarchy between humans and animals, he alludes to the 

possibility of animals having feelings. He states, “Almost every sense bestowed upon man is 

equally bestowed upon them: —seeing—hearing—feeling—thinking—the sense of pain and 

pleasure—the passions of love and anger” (6). In other words, Erskine rephrases Jeremy 

Bentham’s famous question, “The question is not, Can they reason? nor Can they talk? But, Can 

they suffer?” (Bentham 292). Anna Feuerstein expands on this point to show that Erskine viewed 

animals as subjects: “this tension between animals as property belonging to an individual and as 

subjects with rights under the law registers a more radical understanding of animals as subjects 

with agency, thoughts, feelings, and desires, as more than property” (40). Thus, as subjects, 

animals are more like humans; in fact, Erskine insinuates that both humans and animals are 

predisposed to being helpless, making all creatures codependent on one another. Although the 

House of Commons did not pass the bill, Erskine’s speech and ideas became more widespread as 

animal welfare advocates published and distributed it (Feuerstein 37). What Erskine’s speech 

suggests is that he, and other like-minded individuals, no longer viewed animals as mere things. 

Rather, they saw animals as nuanced beings with complex characteristics that the government 

needed to account for and protect, even if the laws were merely in service of human endeavors.  

Thirteen years later, in 1822, Richard Martin’s “Act to Prevent the Cruel and Improper 

Treatment of Cattle” (commonly referred to as Martin’s Act) became the first piece of legislation 
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passed on behalf of animals.7 The approval of this act led to the formation of the Society for the 

Prevention of Cruelty to Animals (SPCA), which in 1840 became the Royal Society for the 

Prevention of Cruelty to Animals (RSPCA). Primarily, the RSPCA worked to ensure that 

Martin’s Act was enforced; more generally, their goals were to simultaneously improve the 

living conditions of animals and instill both social order and moral uplift in those who abused 

animals (Ritvo 132). Although the passage of Martin’s Act altered the legal status of animals, it 

was limited in scope. That is, the act only protected cattle, which included horses, mares, 

geldings, mules, asses, cows, heifers, steers, oxen, sheep, and other livestock (Kreilkamp, “Ass” 

n.p). Feuerstein suggests that the narrowness of the law illustrates the fact that “legislators were 

willing to protect only those animals who worked for humans and reinforced their own position 

of power” (45). This view echoes Erskine’s speech, and the passage of the bill does not 

necessarily represent a radical change in ideology toward human’s relationship to animals. To 

that end, in 1823 and 1824, when Martin tried to expand the legislation to abolish bull-baiting 

and dog fighting as well as to protect dogs, cats, and monkeys, the government described this 

expansion as “petty” (Ritvo 128). The government’s response reveals that Martin’s Act was 

accepted because it benefited cattle owners and thus benefited humanity. However, the proposed 

expansion did not directly help humankind, so it was considered unnecessary and frivolous.  

 As the government considered animal welfare bills, some citizens, in the spirit of social 

reform, abstained from eating meat to become healthier and grow closer to God. In 1847, leaders 

of the Alcott House, inspired by the Bible Christians, formed the Vegetarian Society (“Early 

History”). While animal welfare did not seem to be their chief concern, one member of the 

Society in 1848 posited that “man was created for these loathsome creatures” (qtd. in Feuerstein 

 
7 Interestingly, The Prevention of Cruelty to, and Protection of, Children Act was not passed until 1889, meaning 
that the law recognized cattle before children (Batty n.p.).  
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84). Put simply, this perspective inverts the common belief that God created animals for man. If 

man is to be in service of animals, then he should not take the animal’s life away. Although 

vegetarian lifestyles existed well before the nineteenth century, the formation of the Vegetarian 

Society shows that Victorians’ attitudes toward the role of animals in society were shifting—that 

is, perhaps animals were not created for human consumption.8  

By the 1870s, many suffragists maintained that the exploitation of women and animals 

was connected, so they initiated the antivivisection movement. Frances Power Cobbe, a 

prominent writer, social reformer, and suffragist, became a leader of the movement and formed 

the Victoria Street Society for the Protection of Animals from Vivisection in 1875 (Ritvo 161). 

In The Modern Rack, Cobbe articulates the moral and religious reasons for why she opposes 

vivisection. She writes, “To disregard all the beautiful and noble moral qualities which such 

animals exhibit, and coldly contemplate them as if their quivering frames were mere machines of 

bone and tissue which it might be interesting and profitable to explore with forceps and scalpel, 

is to display heinous indifference to Love and Fidelity” (Cobbe 15). For Cobbe, animal 

experimentation jettisons compassion and morality. According to Ritvo, “The antivivisection 

movement was a way of rejecting social order that allowed scientists to appropriate animals for 

experimentation with the unthinking confidence that they were serving the ends of progress” 

(164). She adds, “It abjured a set of values that prized progress above all else.” The movement 

was, in some sense, an example of resistance to Darwinism in that antivivisectionists considered 

the life of the animal to be more important than scientific advancement.  

 
8 Colin Spencer writes, “Our hominoid ancestor evolved over a period of 24 million years and, for all but one and a 
half million of these years, the evidence we have leaves little doubt that their diet was almost completely vegetarian” 
(4). To clarify, he defines “hominoid” as “those species of apes by which types of both man and ape evolved” (5).  
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Furthermore, Henry Stephens Salt, a late-Victorian writer, activist, socialist, and ethical 

vegetarian, contends that practitioners of vivisection had “faulty” ethics:  

The true reason for condemning vivisection appears to be this—that, like sport, it rests on 

a faulty ethical basis, the untenable notion that man has no direct duties to the animals, 

and that in dealing with them he may lawfully disregard all those promptings of 

sympathy and justice which he is so strongly exhorted to cultivate in his dealings with his 

fellow-men. (“Rights” 219) 

Echoing Erskine, Salt argues that humans have duties to animals that hinge on “sympathy and 

justice.” Although he acknowledges that nonhuman animals are “intelligent beings with a 

rational purpose,” he continues to refer to them as “lower animals,” suggesting that, in 

comparison to humans, their intelligence, rationality, and purpose are inferior. By way of 

conclusion, Salt, quoting George Nicholson, offers the following advice: “Treat the animal in 

such a manner as you would willingly be treated were you such an animal” (222). This modified 

golden rule encourages one to imagine what it would be like to be a different type of being. The 

imagination is critical for conceiving alternate worlds in which humans treat animals with care 

and concern.  

In the late nineteenth century and into the early twentieth century, Salt became an 

important leader of animal rights and social reforms as he connected many social issues to 

expose the necessity of respecting all life forms. For instance, he linked the maltreatment of 

children, women, and animals together, and he founded the Humanitarian League in 1891. For 

Salt, humanism and civilization require “compassion, love, [and] justice for every living 

creature,” and in such a society, “all harmless and healthy life shall be free to develop itself 

unrestricted and uninjured” (“Humanitarianism” 26). To that end, he did not distinguish between 
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species; instead, he asserted that animals are individuals that have their own work and livelihood 

(“Rights” 209). In contrast to the RSPCA and the Vegetarian Society, he viewed eating meat as a 

form of exploitation, and in this way, he treats vegetarianism as part of a larger political 

movement, aligning himself with the London Vegetarian Society.9 In fact, Feuerstein notes that 

Salt “believed that the RSPCA did not go far enough in its politics” (Spencer qtd. in Feuerstein 

89). Nonetheless, Salt’s and the RSPCA’s goals reflect the Victorians’ burgeoning desire to 

reimagine human-animal relationships. By the end of the nineteenth century, animal rights 

discourses were woven into women’s and children’s rights movements, which implies that 

humans and animals are both deserving of ethical and moral treatment.  

Although this brief history of animal welfare movements in the nineteenth century 

focuses on Great Britain, it would be remiss to portray these ideas and initiatives as uniquely 

British. In other words, the shift from viewing animals as mere tools to seeing them as sentient 

beings did not begin in Great Britain. As early as the thirteenth century, Genghis Khan forbade 

the hunting of animals during the breeding period of March to October in Mongolia 

(Weatherford 69). By the nineteenth century, as the world became more connected, namely 

though colonialism and imperialism, the status of the animal in everyday life became more 

important. Ritvo, for example, details the connection between global exploitation and the 

development of the Zoological Society. She writes, “The maintenance and study of captive wild 

animals, simultaneous emblems of human mastery over the natural world and of English 

dominion over remote territories, offered an especially vivid rhetorical means of reenacting and 

extending the work of empire” (Ritvo 205). The zoo therefore functions as a means to distinguish 

 
9 See Feuerstein, especially Chapter Two, “The Incessant Care of the Victorian Shepherd: Animal Welfare’s 
Pastoral Power,” for a detailed account of the divisions between the RSPCA, the Vegetarian Society, and the 
London Vegetarian Society.  
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Great Britain from other nations and humans from animals. Following Ritvo, Ralph Acampora 

accentuates the fact that visits to the zoo “reinforce over and over again…the not-so-subliminal 

message that nonhuman animals exist, at least in their placement in the zoo, specifically to 

entertain us humans” (qtd. in Mayer 220). If zoo animals are meant to entertain humans, then 

their well-being is important for zoos because humans want to see healthy animals, suggesting 

that the ethical treatment of animals in zoos becomes utilitarian. Concurrently, the interaction 

between zoo visitors and zoo animals animates questions of difference. What differences, if any, 

exist between exotic and native animals? Why are some animals suitable for domestication? Is 

the human looking at the captive animal or is the captive animal looking at the human? Such 

questions challenge the alleged fixed categories between animal species and simultaneously 

draw attention to humanity’s responsibility to look after the lives of animals.  

Alongside the development of zoos that relied on a global network, friendships that 

transcended nations engendered new ways of thinking about human-animal relationships and 

how these relationships shed light on all forms of exploitation. For instance, Henry David 

Thoreau influenced Salt, and, in turn, Salt influenced Mahatma Ghandi. In Affective Communities: 

Anticolonial Thought, Fin-De-Siecle Radicalism, and the Politics of Friendship, Leela Gandhi 

explains that Salt and Gandhi’s friendship in the late nineteenth century led to Gandhi becoming 

an ethical vegetarian and informing his concept of ahimsa.10 “Ahimsa,” according to Leela 

Gandhi, is “nonviolent passive resistance, which must constitute the improved soul of 

nonwestern anticolonialism” (123). She argues that “fin-de-siècle animal liberationists undo the 

symbolic logic of class- and race-oppressive (or colonial) governmentality by recasting… 

human-animal relations as an enlightened model of anarchic, disobedient, and paradigmatically 

 
10 Leela Gandhi notes that, by 1891, Gandhi had a position on the executive committee of the London Vegetarian 
Society (174).  
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nongovernmental sociality, which in time Gandhi would call ahimsa” (184). Put simply, by 

contemplating one’s relationship with the animal-other, one can also reimagine one’s 

relationship with the human-other. As Salt linked animal welfare to socialism, Gandhi took it one 

step further by connecting it to anticolonialism. What Gandhi’s friendship with Salt underscores 

is the fact that reimagining human-animal hierarchies can radically alter a country’s politics and 

work to undo oppressive, colonial practices on a global scale.  

 

Darwin and Animals 

 

The publication of Darwin’s On the Origin of Species in 1859 was groundbreaking as it 

compelled Victorians to reconsider their position in the history and future of the world. 

Following geologist Charles Lyell’s position that the Earth was significantly older than had 

previously been thought, Darwin argued that life forms, too, are much older and more dynamic.11 

In Origin, he sums up life as the “struggle for existence” (Darwin 49). He argues that the process 

of natural selection explains why there is variation among life forms that developed from a 

common ancestor. For many Victorians, Darwinism diminished the centrality of God’s power 

over the natural world and undermined both Creationism and the Great Chain of Being, scala 

naturae. 

The most important concepts from Origin that relate to human-animal relationships, 

continuities, and affinities are natural selection and sexual selection. First, by natural selection, 

Darwin means the “preservation of favourable characteristics and the rejection of injurious 

variations” (64). He notes that natural selection would not affect neutral characteristics; 

 
11 See Lyell’s Principles of Geology for more about how Earth’s surface changes over long periods of time.  
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furthermore, he explains that “What natural selection cannot do, is modify the structure of one 

species, without giving it any advantage, for the good of another species” (68). Natural selection, 

then, is a slow process of acquiring advantages that make survival and reproduction more likely. 

For Darwin, natural selection bifurcates plants and animals into winners, those who survive long 

enough to pass on their traits, and losers, those who do not live long enough to pass on their 

traits. “By the theory of natural selection,” he argues, “all living species have been connected 

with the parent-species of each genus. . . . [T]hese parent-species, now generally extinct, have in 

their turn been similarly connected with more ancient species; and so on backwards, always 

converging to the common ancestor of each great class” (208). Based on this theory, all animal 

life forms, both winners and losers, are connected.  

Second, according to Darwin, sexual selection is “a struggle between the males for 

possession of the females” (68). What is arguably the most noteworthy aspect of his explanation 

of sexual selection is the way in which he presents the animals as choosing their sexual mate, 

even if the animals do not have volition over the choice. He writes,  

The rock-thrush of Guiana, birds of Paradise, and some others, congregate; and 

successive males display their gorgeous plumage and perform strange antics before the 

females, which, standing by as spectators, at last choose the most attractive partner. 

Those who have closely attended to birds in confinement well know that they often take 

individual preferences and dislikes. (Darwin 69) 

Here, the words “choose,” individual,” and “preferences” stand out because they suggest that the 

birds are not machines; rather, they seem sentient, individualized, and even agents—capable of 

making their own decisions. Moreover, Darwin goes on to say that the birds “have their standard 
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of beauty,” implying that the recognition of beauty is not exclusive to humanity. Darwin’s 

language suggests that he, at times, recognizes animals as individuals.  

By and large, however, his theory of evolution presents animals as things that are not 

idiosyncratic and do not make conscientious decisions. Instead, he emphasizes natural selection, 

meaning the process of survival. In the third chapter of Origin entitled “Struggle for Existence,” 

he writes, “we see beautiful adaptations everywhere and in every part of the organic world” 

(Darwin 49). While other naturalists and writers might substitute the word “adaptations” for 

animals or plants, Darwin’s word choice indicates that adaptations are more important to him 

than the individual animals. Thus, the individuals that make up this process become mere fodder 

for the system of evolution.  

 Yet Darwin’s appreciation of animals is indisputable. In the conclusion of Origin, he 

almost poetically expresses his fascination with animals as he reflects on the magnificence of 

many diverse species coexisting:  

It is interesting to contemplate an entangled bank, clothed with many plants of many 

kinds, with birds singing on the bushes, with various insects flitting about, and with 

worms crawling through the damp earth, and to reflect that these elaborately constructed 

forms, so different from each other, and dependent on each other in so complex a manner, 

have all been produced by laws acting around us. (Darwin 360) 

While his attention to and appreciation of plants, birds, insects, and worms is apparent, what is 

perhaps more striking here, and throughout the text, is the fact that he excludes human beings 

from his analysis. He explains that the laws of nature apply to plants and animals, but, curiously, 

the laws act “around us,” as if humans are exempt or distinct from nature. This is not to suggest 

that at the time he wrote Origin, Darwin believed his theories did not apply to humans; rather, it 
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shows that he intentionally withheld writing about the ways in which humans are connected to 

the “inextricable web of affinities” (319). 

In fact, it was not until the 1870s that Darwin wrote explicitly about humans. He 

published The Descent of Man, and Selection in Relation to Sex in 1871 and The Expression of 

the Emotions in Man and Animals in 1872. In the introduction of The Descent of Man, Darwin 

rationalizes why he delayed publishing his theories about the origins of humankind. He explains 

that including humankind in evolutionary theory from the outset could have led to criticism and 

prejudices against his findings: 

During many years I collected notes on the origin or descent of man, without any 

intention of publishing on the subject, but rather with the determination not to publish, as 

I thought that I should thus only add to the prejudices against my views. It seemed to me 

sufficient to indicate in the first edition of my “Origin of Species,” that by this work 

“light would be thrown on the origin of man and his history;” and this implies that man 

must be included with other organic beings in any general conclusion respecting his 

manner of appearance on this earth. (Darwin, Descent of Man 1) 

However, as Darwin surely recognized, one sentence in Origin was insufficient, especially 

considering the length of The Descent of Man. In this text, he expands on Origin by centering the 

human to argue that “man, like every other species, is descended from some pre-existing form” 

(Darwin, Descent of Man 2). While this argument further upends human-animal hierarchies, it is 

also possible to reason that if “man” evolved from ancient animal species, then he is the fittest 

and most advanced, and thus natural selection has chosen him to prevail over the natural world. 

This reasoning shows that humankind is apprehensive of relinquishing its alleged superiority; 

and in this sense, natural selection is evidence of human exceptionalism.  



 15 

The decision to delay publishing material that implicated humankind in evolutionary 

theory highlights the fact that Darwinism disrupted fixed species categories in the mid-nineteenth 

century, which, for the most part, were rooted in Creationism. Considering Darwin’s language 

that to some extent individualizes animals, and the possibility of humans and animals sharing a 

common ancestor shows that the division between humans and animals is ambiguous. 

Furthermore, because of the possibility of human-animal linkage, both sympathies and anxieties 

toward animals rose among Victorians. Sarah Amato describes this duality: “On the one hand, 

Darwinism justified the kinds of affinities and affections Victorians could feel towards animals; 

and on the other, it intensified anxieties about the possibility of the animal lurking in the human” 

(8). Taken as a whole, Darwin’s emphasis on the world as being in a constant state of change 

radically destabilizes fixed species categories, thereby altering the ways in which both the 

scientific community and society at large saw themselves as part of nature, rather than above it.  

 

Recent Scholarship 

 

 Since Gillian Beer’s landmark Darwin Plots, critics have continued to explore the ties 

between Darwin’s theories and Victorian literature—how evolutionary theory influences 

narratives and how narratives inform Darwin’s writing.12 Beer explains that her study “is 

concerned with Victorian novelists living, in relation to evolutionary theory, in the phase when ‘a 

fact is not quite a scientific fact at all’ and when ‘the remnant of the mythical’ is at its most 

manifest” (2). Following Beer, I focus on writers who were living during the initial reception of 

 
12 A few examples include Sally Shuttleworth’s George Eliot and Nineteenth-Century Science, George Levine’s 
Darwin and The Novelists, and Gowan Dawson’s Darwin, Literature and Victorian Respectability.  
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evolutionary theory, but my thesis also includes poetry. I aim to contribute to the discussion of 

the ways in which writers challenge, reflect, and reinterpret Darwinism.  

  Recent critical studies by Ivan Kreilkamp, Keridiana W. Chez, and Anna Feuerstein have 

shaped (and continue to shape) the way I read and analyze both evolutionary theory and 

nonhuman animals in literary texts.13 Kreilkamp’s Minor Creatures: Persons, Animals, and the 

Victorian Novel and Chez’s Victorian Dogs, Victorian Men similarly trace the tandem 

development of the nineteenth-century realist novel and the evolution of the domestic animal, 

particularly pets.14 Also focusing on development, Feuerstein, in The Political Lives of Victorian 

Animals, considers the rise of liberalism in the Victorian era in relation to the inclusion of 

domestic animals into the political sphere. Drawing on Foucault’s theory of power, she contends 

that one should read literary animals in political ways:  

[W]hile nineteenth-century British animal welfare discourse aimed to give animals 

political representation, and profoundly challenged how animals were conceptualized, it 

largely positioned animals within pastoral power, a power of care regulating their 

conduct through representing them as desiring subjection. The Victorian novel…gave 

animals an alternate form of political representation that destabilized liberal categories 

governing animal subjectivity. (Feuerstein 2) 

 
13 In the past decade there have been many articles and books dedicated to Victorian Animal Studies. A few 
exceptional works include Elisha Cohn’s “Dickens’s Talking Dogs: Allegories of Animal Voice in the Victorian 
Novel,” John Miler’s Empire and the Animal Body, Monica Flegel’s Pets and Domesticity in Victorian Literature 
and Culture. Anthologies, such as Victorian Animal Dreams, and Victorian Pets and Poetry have also informed my 
understanding of animals in Victorian literature.  
14 Kreilkamp argues that the realist novel requires the presence of domestic animals, demonstrating the fact that pets 
were essential to the Victorian notions of home, family, and self (Minor Creatures 16). Meanwhile, by focusing on 
affect studies, Chez argues that, in novels, “the dog participated as the affective mediator of the family, then 
increasingly addressed the emotional needs of its individual members” (3). Chez shows that the human-dog 
relationship functions two-fold: 1) the dog regulates family gender dynamics and 2) the dog becomes what she calls 
an “emotional prostheses.” 
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She adds that “to give animals political representation” entailed extending onto them liberal 

norms such as reason, civilization, domesticity, and an adherence to the animal-human hierarchy 

(3). In other words, animals should be like humans, but they should know that they are inferior, 

and if animals somehow follow these standards, then they, too, might become liberal subjects. 

For Feuerstein, the Victorian novel offers the space and freedom in which, at times, animal 

qualities were privileged, “showing how non-hegemonic forms of animality challenge liberal 

discourses and offer alternate forms of community and political agency” (4). What Kreilkamp’s, 

Chez’s, and Feuerstein’s studies reveal is that even the marginalized nonhuman animals in 

Victorian novels offer fruitful ways to think through what one means when one uses the terms 

“animal” and “human.” 

Within literary animal studies, there seems to be a debate over how to read animals in 

literature. In one camp, critics assert that animal characters should be read literally, arguing that 

analyzing them figuratively is problematic because it is anthropocentric and thereby diminishes 

animals’ individuality and complexity. For instance, Kreilkamp draws on Alex Woloch’s 

influential character system to argue that animals are minor characters: their secondary role 

accentuates the fuller protagonists who tend to be human characters (Kreilkamp, Minor 

Creatures 17). As the “proletariat of the novel,” Woloch claims that minor characters serve the 

needs of the protagonists and the narrative while their individuality is inhibited (Woloch 24). 

Kreilkamp extends Woloch’s theory to animals, arguing that nonhuman animals must be 

marginalized but not wholly excluded from the Victorian realist novel. Thus, according to 

Kreilkamp, nonhuman animals are “semihuman” and “semicharacter” (Kreilkamp, Minor 

Creatures 17). Because domesticated pets specifically pose “boundary problems” with human 

characters, Kreilkamp advocates for reading animals literally to accentuate the precarity of 
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anthropocentrism in the realist novel (3). Similarly, Feuerstein reads animals as animals to 

consider “how Victorians imagined animals and their inner lives” and not what “representations 

of animals tell us about humans” (Feuerstein 19). She does not want to “reduce” animals to 

metaphors or symbols (5).  

In the other camp, critics claim that because figurative readings of human characters do 

not undermine actual human beings, the same logic can be applied to animal characters. Heather 

Keenleyside, for example, argues that literal reading strategies apropos animals “misunderstand 

the logic of literary forms like fable” because “such figures are crucial to distinguishing animals 

from things, as uniquely animate and species creatures” (10). Furthermore, she explains “that 

animals, like persons, are at once and given and made, both living beings and rhetorical figures” 

(16). In Keenleyside’s terms, the practice of reading animals figuratively does not reduce their 

significance or complexity. Likewise, according to Steve Baker, animals are cultural signifiers 

that “can be apparently used to mean anything and everything” and therefore it is essential to 

understand the multifaceted uses of animals, as representational, symbolic, rhetorical, and 

literally—as real, living breathing creatures (4, 10). What Baker argues is that to treat animals as 

signifiers is not to simplify them, and in fact it could make their literary presence more complex.  

Following Baker, throughout my thesis, I read literary animals as both literal creatures 

and as literary devices to underscore their complexity as earthly beings and their significance to 

the literature. While Kreilkamp’s and Feuerstein’s literal reading approach is valuable because it 

recognizes that animals are agents that have histories independent of humanity, this strategy is 

limited because of the anthropocentric nature of language. Or, as Beer writes, “Language is 

anthropomorphic by its nature and anthropocentric in its assumptions” (45). When Feuerstein 

analyzes literary representations of animals to consider what humans think about animals’ inner 
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lives, the focus is inherently still on the human. In contrast, to only read animals figuratively 

risks overlooking their capacity to be subjects and characters. Therefore, I seek to incorporate 

both approaches into my analysis. For example, the speaker in “Flush or Faunus” invites both 

literal and figurative readings of Flush. On one hand, the line “You see this dog” suggests that 

“this dog” is a real and specific animal; on the other hand, through simile— “A head as hairy as 

Faunus”—links Flush to the archetypes of Roman mythology (Barrett Browning 338). A literal 

interpretation of the poem conveys the way in which pets understand human emotions and a 

figurative interpretation emphasizes the connection between Flush and Faunus, imbuing the dog 

with a sense of strength and God-like immortality beyond the common house pet. By taking both 

approaches here and in later chapters, I explore the tension between literal and figurative 

readings and demonstrate that this method leads to multi-faceted understandings of animals in 

literature. 

 

The Animal Question 

 

At the core of animal studies, the question, “What is an animal?” lingers—often 

unresolved. This question is closely related to the enduring question, “What is a human?” While 

I cannot offer a concrete answer, philosophers Thomas Nagel and Jacques Derrida have made 

provocative arguments, suggesting that animals are conscious beings and that humans, like 

animals, are limited by their own subjectivity.  

In “What Is It Like To Be A Bat?,” Nagel argues that human language is not equipped to 

comprehend the inner life or subjectivity of a bat or any other nonhuman animal (441). Nagel’s 

essay is pivotal because he grants consciousness and subjectivity to animals, departing from 
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long-standing traditions within Western philosophy that associate the mind with the so-called 

human and the body with the so-called animal. To begin to answer the titular question, he 

explains that it is a difficult problem for multiple reasons. On a physical level, humans have 

neither sonar senses nor wings. On a mental level, and more importantly, Nagel posits that bats 

have inner lives and subjective experiences (436). In other words, there is something that it is 

like to be a bat—this something is its consciousness. Or, as Nagel puts it:  

Our own experience provides the basic material for our imagination, whose range is 

therefore limited. It will not help to try to imagine that one has webbing on one’s arms, 

which enables one to fly around at dusk and dawn catching insects in one’s mouth… In 

so far as I can imagine this (which is not very far), it tells me only what it would be like 

for me to behave as a bat behaves. But that is not the question. I want to know what it is 

like for a bat to be a bat. Yet if I try to imagine this, I am restricted to the resources of my 

own mind, and those resources are inadequate to the task. (439) 

These limitations are not necessarily adverse because there are opportunities for alternate 

perspectives. In this sense, Nagel places the onus on the human’s inherent limits rather than on 

the bat’s inability to understand a human language. By focusing on the human’s limitations, he 

disrupts the scala naturae; and in conclusion, consciousness may not be merely a human 

characteristic.  

 Like Nagel, Jacques Derrida raises questions about the ontology and individuality of 

nonhuman animals. In his influential lecture turned essay, “The Animal That Therefore I Am 

(More to Follow),” he argues that Western philosophy has intentionally excluded the animal, 

reinforcing the animal’s otherness despite its proximity to humanity. He begins by wondering 

about the shame that he feels when his cat looks at him when he is naked, which prompts him to 
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ask, “who I am”? (Derrida 372). In this exchange of looks, Derrida asserts that “thinking perhaps 

begins there” (397). As he feels shame, he acknowledges both his own shortcomings and that the 

cat has its own subjective experience; or, as he writes, “It has its point of view regarding me” 

(380). By taking seriously the cat’s subjective point of view, one is encouraged to reimagine 

“what is meant by living, speaking, dying, being and world as in being-in-the-world.” In this 

sense, human exceptionalism is upended. When the cat looks back at him, both of them become 

the other, thereby entangling the boundaries between humans and nonhuman animals. Although 

Derrida and his cat are clearly not the same, his argument underscores that they are both living 

beings with unique experiences and shortcomings.  

One significant aspect of Derrida’s account of the nonhuman animal is how he 

problematizes the very word “animal.”15 He explains that the word “animal” is a “catch-all 

concept” that is excessively broad and anthropocentric:  

Confined within this catch-all concept, within this vast encampment of the animal, in this 

general singular, within the strict enclosure of this definite article (‘the Animal’ and not 

‘animals’), as in a virgin forest, a zoo, a hunting or fishing ground, a paddock or an 

abattoir, a space of domestication, are all the living things that man does not recognize as 

his fellows, his neighbors, or his brothers. (402, emphasis original) 

On this view, one uses the term “animal” to falsely distinguish oneself from other species, and, 

concurrently, fails to recognize the “infinite space that separates the lizard from the dog,” for 

example. The tendency to overlook the differences between animals epitomizes the human’s 

discomfort with seeing the world from the “absolute other’s” perspective. It is noteworthy that 

 
15 Throughout this thesis, I use the term “nonhuman animal” to acknowledge that humans are indeed animals, but at 
the same time I am guilty of homogenizing “nonhuman animals.” In this vein, I aim to use this catch-all term only 
when I make a distinction between humans and nonhuman animals and elsewhere, I attempt to use the specific 
names of animals to mark the distinction between the many animal species that I study. 
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Derrida uses the phrase “all the living things,” suggesting that “the Animal” is singular whereas 

“animals” are a mass and non-individualized. Whether the animal is singular or plural is 

particularly important for my study of the mid-nineteenth century because of its connection to 

the practice of pet-keeping, which flourished at this time.16 For example, when one takes on a 

dog as a pet, it becomes gendered, named, and individualized. Throughout this thesis, I pay 

attention to how pets occupy a liminal space between humans who are individuals and animals 

that are a mass.  

Derrida’s argument matters because if, as he claims, thinking begins when he feels shame 

when the cat looks at him, then all philosophical and literary questions about the human need to 

be reconsidered to incorporate the animal. The animal question, then, becomes the human 

question. In other words, the field of animal studies is central to all humanistic studies. 

Following Derrida, Cary Wolfe argues that the discipline of animal studies is interested in 

“fundamentally rethinking the question of what knowledge is, how it is limited by the 

overdeterminations and partialities of our ‘species-being’… in excavating and examining our 

assumptions about who the knowing subject can be” (571). In this vein, animal studies 

scholarship does not provide a concrete answer to the animal question, but it does introduce new 

methods of thinking about humanity, animality, and the relationship between all species and 

creatures become central to what it means to “be.” Throughout this thesis, I raise similar and new 

questions about what it means to be an animal and what it means to be a human. For instance, 

how do proper names individualize and to some extent humanize domestic animals? Through 

 
16 Amato asserts “that pet keeping, zoo visiting, and taxidermic decoration became mass phenomena in the 
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, during which Britons explored the human/animal boundary, tested socially 
acceptable behaviours, and participated in consumer culture” (5).  
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literary analysis, I highlight the unique space that novels and poetry provide to conceive new 

possibilities of relating to-, being with-, and living alongside nonhuman animals.  

 

Thesis Overview 

 

My thesis focuses on George Eliot’s The Mill on the Floss and Christina Rossetti’s 

“Goblin Market” because they are significant works written in the years immediately after the 

publication of Origin that engage the mid-nineteenth-century preoccupation with rethinking the 

status of the nonhuman animal. Through an examination of their use of animal tropes, I contend 

that Eliot and Rossetti blur the distinction between humans and nonhuman animals and raise 

questions about the extent to which animals have agency. I argue that both authors suggest that 

Darwin’s theory is flawed because life cannot be reduced to reproduction, competition, or 

scientific explanation.  

On one hand, Eliot’s work appears to be an obvious choice to analyze nonhuman animals 

and evolutionary theory because of her well-documented interest in science.17 On the other hand, 

as a devout Anglo-Catholic, Rossetti is a more surprising choice to put into conversation with 

Eliot and Darwin. While there is no evidence to suggest that Rossetti read Origin, Kathryn 

Burlinson asserts that evolutionary theory was practically unavoidable in the 1860s (179). In my 

analysis of “Goblin Market,” I point to similarities between Rossetti and Darwin in terms of the 

animal-human continuity and the ways in which the poem complicates time, cyclicality, and 

 
17 See Shuttleworth’s George Eliot and Nineteenth-Century Science. She argues, “Although all novelists in the 
nineteenth century were inevitably affected by the close interdependence of social and scientific thought, George 
Eliot was, in this respect, remarkable. She brought to her writing a breadth of knowledge of contemporary social and 
scientific theory unmatched by any of her peers. Scientific ideas did not merely filter through into the metaphors and 
images of her work; in constructing her novels she engaged in an active dialogue with contemporary scientific 
thought” (Shuttleworth ix). In the first chapter, I follow Shuttleworth’s lead by drawing connections between Origin, 
Eliot’s letter about Origin, and her novel The Mill on the Floss. 



 24 

progress. Additionally, critics widely accept that Rossetti had a vested interest in the lives of 

animals as she was a supporter of the antivivisection movement and her poetry is abundant with 

nonhuman animals.18 Moreover, recent critics such as Emma Mason, Serena Trowbridge, and 

Kelly Sultzbach assert that Rossetti’s interest in the environment and nonhuman animals is due 

to her Tractarian belief that God’s grace extends to all life forms. In pairing Eliot and Rossetti, I 

compare the views of a religious skeptic, Eliot, to a deeply religious person, Rossetti, to 

underscore instances of overlap in which their writing expresses concern and appreciation for all 

living creatures.  

The first chapter, “Creatures, Silly Things, and Other Beings in The Mill on the Floss,” 

explores the ways in which Eliot’s novel responds to Darwin’s evolutionary theory. While Eliot 

applies Darwin’s theories to create multi-faceted animal figures, she resists his prioritization of 

fitness, competition, progress, and survival. In The Mill, Eliot tells a story about human 

characters and countless animals that are unfit for the natural world. They are unfit because they 

do not live long enough to reproduce. For Darwin, these beings are failures and mere fodder for 

evolutionary theory. But for Eliot, as I argue, these beings, their lives and stories, have value and 

meaning. Through close readings of the domesticated animals in the novel, I show that these 

animals at times take on the role of minor characters, and, of equal importance, function as 

allegories and metaphors that point to the significance of attending to the creatures that are 

incongruous to scientific notions of progress.  

In the second chapter, “‘Bound up in tender lives’: The Significance of the Nonhuman 

Animal in ‘Goblin Market,’” I extend the previous analysis to consider how Rossetti’s poem 

 
18 In Christina Rossetti: A Literary Biography, Jan Marsh explains that Rossetti participated in the antivivisection 
movement. She details an instance in 1875 when Rossetti described the live dissection of animals as the “horror of 
horrors” and persuaded her brother, Gabriel, to sign a petition (Marsh 433).  
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engages and reimagines Darwinian ideas about time and progress. I claim that the overwhelming 

dichotomies in “Goblin Market” appear to be schematic, but, in fact, continuously break down, 

leading to utter incoherence. However, the poem is not incoherent; I suggest that it preserves 

moral dichotomies—that is, there is a clear distinction between good and evil. In this chapter, I 

argue that moral dichotomies are shown through agency and the structures of progressive and 

developmental temporality. In making this argument, I focus on the representation of nonhuman 

animals because it is through the assumed semiotics of nonhuman animals that the poem 

illustrates and resolves these questions.  

By juxtaposing these two mid-nineteenth-century literary works, I bring together a 

realistic novel with many allegories and a fable-like poem with many similes. Including both 

forms allows me to gain a better understanding of the ways in which narrative and poetic 

strategies overlap when language is used to convey what it is like to be a nonhuman animal. In 

doing so, I suggest that the complex representation of nonhuman animals in The Mill and 

“Goblin Market” challenges Darwinian ideas about progress and shows that the lives of animal-

others matter.  
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CHAPTER ONE 

Creatures, Silly Things, and Other Beings in The Mill on the Floss 

 

In 1859, after reading Charles Darwin’s newly published On the Origin of Species, 

George Eliot wrote a letter to her friend Barbara Bodichon. In that letter, Eliot wrestles with the 

unresolved tension between scientific explanation and the mystery of life itself:  

We have been reading Darwin's book on the ‘Origin of Species’ just now: it makes an 

epoch, as the expression of his thorough adhesion, after long years of study, to the 

Doctrine of Development – and not the adhesion of an anonym like the author of the 

‘Vestiges’, but of a long-celebrated naturalist. The book is ill-written and sadly wanting 

in illustrative facts – of which he has collected a vast number, but reserves them for a 

future book of which this smaller one is the avant-courier. This will prevent the work 

from becoming popular, as the ‘Vestiges’ did, but it will have a great effect in the 

scientific world, causing a thorough and open discussion of a question about which 

people have hitherto felt timid. So the world gets on step by step towards brave clearness 

and honesty! But to me the Development theory and all other explanations of processes 

by which things came to be, produce a feeble impression compared with the mystery that 

lies under the processes. (Eliot, Letters 227) 

Eliot’s letter beautifully expresses her initial impressions of evolutionary theory, or, as she calls 

it, “development theory.” She viewed Origin with skepticism. Her tone is ambivalent; K.M. 

Newton acutely observes that she is neither surprised nor enthusiastic (8).1 Though she critiques 

 
1 In Modernizing George Eliot: The Writer as Artist, Intellectual, Proto-Modernist, Cultural Critic, K.M Newton 
argues that Darwinism plays a significant role in Eliot’s fiction and that she is arguably one of Darwin’s most 
sophisticated interlocutors.  
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Darwin’s presentation of the material, noting that Origin is “ill-written and sadly wanting in 

illustrative facts,” she also recognizes that “it will have a great effect in the scientific world.” 

Today, in the twenty-first century, it is apparent that Darwinism has greatly affected the entire 

world. Eliot, however, in the mid-nineteenth century, seems cautious as she qualifies the 

estimated influence of the “development theory” by grouping it with “other explanations.” For 

Eliot, Darwin’s contribution was not world-altering. She thought scientists would study 

development theory alongside or in contradiction to other existing scientific theories, such as 

gradualism and uniformitarianism.  

Although Eliot had nearly completed writing The Mill on the Floss in 1859, the year 

Origin was published, there is strong evidence that Darwinian ideas shaped her novels.2  Gillian 

Beer argues that Darwin’s narrative “was seeking to create a story of the world—a fiction which 

would not entirely rely upon the scope of man’s reason” (93). According to Beer, Darwin 

influenced both the style and subject of Victorian writers including Eliot and Thomas Hardy. 

Beer focuses her analysis on Eliot’s sixth novel, Middlemarch (1871-2), and I draw on her 

insights to analyze The Mill. Beer’s analysis makes it clear that Eliot’s reflections on 

development theory are evident in not only her letter to Bodichon, but also in her novels. More 

specifically, the ways in which Eliot thinks through development theory are seen most clearly in 

her depiction and treatment of nonhuman species. Eliot’s literature ventures into these scientific 

discussions via narratorial asides that evoke evolutionary thinking and raise questions about the 

significance and treatment of animals in Victorian society.  

 
2 There are myriad readings of Eliot and evolutionary theory. In addition to Gillian Beer’s influential Darwin’s 
Plots, see Sally Shuttleworth’s George Eliot and Nineteenth-Century Science and Nancy Paxton’s George Eliot and 
Herbert Spencer: Feminism, Evolutionism, and the Reconstruction of Gender. While Beer focuses on Middlemarch, 
she includes brief comments on The Mill on the Floss, which I have discussed in the introduction.  
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By tracing the development of plants and nonhuman animals, Darwin seeks an answer to 

the “mystery of mysteries” (5). To do so, he decenters and deemphasizes humanity’s role in the 

natural world. Darwin’s evolutionary theory bifurcates the world of living creatures into winners 

and losers. Winners are those who survive long enough to pass along their traits to future 

generations while losers are those whose existence is mere fodder for the winners.3 Through 

natural selection, favorable characteristics—ones that make organisms (plants and animals) well 

suited to their given environment—are passed down to offspring. Darwin explains that “good 

and distinct species” arise from the “struggle for life” in which “any variation, however slight 

and from whatever cause proceeding, if it be in any degree profitable to an individual of any 

species, in its infinitely complex relations to other organic beings and to external nature, will 

tend to the preservation of that individual, and will generally be inherited by its offspring” (49-

50). In this ecological system, those with unfavorable characteristics are expendable in the great 

machine of life. His theory prioritizes the process of survival over the individuals that make up 

this process. The individual plants and nonhuman animals are therefore the raw material of 

evolution—teleological masses that lack distinct desires and subjectivities.  

In contrast to Origin, The Mill is concerned about the lives of beings who are unfit for the 

natural world. The Mill asks: is it possible to value the lives of those who do not survive long 

enough to reproduce? Eliot borrows Darwinian ideas to construct complex animal figures, and—

extending the Darwinian model—even applies these ideas to her human characters.4 On the 

surface, Darwin centers nonhuman animals and Eliot tells an anthropocentric story about the life 

 
3 While I allude to it here, Herbert Spencer first used the phrase “survival of the fittest” in 1864 after he read On the 
Origin of Species. Darwin later adopted this phrase. 
4 It is important to note that Darwin’s The Descent of Man, and Selection in Relation to Sex was published in 1871—
twelve years after The Mill on the Floss was published. In this text, Darwin applied his development theory to 
humans, which he cautiously avoided in On the Origin of Species. 
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of Maggie Tulliver. However, Eliot’s complex portrayal of nonhuman animals in The Mill 

suggests that she values them more than Darwin does because she presents them as subjective 

and nuanced beings. To Eliot, these beings are not merely things that advance evolution; instead, 

their lives have value and meaning.  

Like Darwin, Eliot is interested in mystery, but rather than seeking answers, she 

welcomes ambiguity. For example, the final sentence in Eliot’s letter to Bodichon describes her 

proclivity to mystery: “But to me the Development theory and all other explanations of processes 

by which things came to be, produce a feeble impression compared with the mystery that lies 

under the processes” (Eliot, Letters 227). Here, she delineates an unresolved tension between 

science and religion. Although she recognizes the advanced discoveries naturalists were making, 

she remains steadfast that the origins of existence are enigmatic. In other words, Eliot highlights 

the fact that Origin does not articulate how existence itself began. For Eliot, these questions 

perhaps cannot or should not be explained. Rather, the condition of the world or “the mystery 

that lies under the processes” is necessarily beyond one’s grasp. In The Mill, Eliot brings 

attention to the relationship between facts that are backed by science and truths that exist beyond 

the scope of scientific proofs. To that end, Eliot’s narrator in The Mill reiterates the language of 

mystery and non-scientific truths at the close of the second chapter of Book Seven, stating “that 

the mysterious complexity of our life is not to be embraced by maxims, and that to lace ourselves 

up in formulas of that sort is to repress all the divine promptings and inspirations that spring 

from growing insight and sympathy” (Eliot 518). Echoing Eliot’s own sentiments in her letter to 

Bodichon, her narrator contends that scientific and rational knowledge cannot account for all that 

life offers. Eliot implies that an overreliance on maxims can inhibit other types of knowledge.  
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The word “divine” in The Mill invokes religious connotations, suggesting that religion 

still has a role in light of scientific discoveries. By the time Eliot wrote The Mill, she was no 

longer a religious person.5 Yet she had studied religious texts and so does her protagonist, 

Maggie. In the beginning of Book Four, Maggie encounters and prudently reads Thomas a 

Kempis’ The Imitation of Christ. In turn, Maggie tries to mimic Kempis’ philosophy, and this 

practice shapes her spiritual and moral development. The novel emphasizes spirituality and 

morality in contrast to organized religion. With the word “mystery,” Eliot also signifies a broader 

meaning that encompasses epistemology—that is, she is more attentive to theories of knowledge 

than to theology. Similarly, when I use the word “mystery,” I am referring to a simultaneously 

epistemological and spiritual meaning.  

Eliot’s philosophical interest in religion can be traced back to 1854 when she translated 

Ludwig Feuerbach’s The Essence of Christianity (1841). While Feuerbach’s arguments 

influenced Eliot in myriad ways, Elizabeth Ermath maintains that Feuerbach’s claims about 

sympathy greatly influenced Eliot (“Conception of Sympathy” 24). An important aspect of 

Feuerbach’s understanding of sympathy, which relates to the unresolved conceptual knot 

between science and religion, is the way in which he argues that “brutes,” nonhuman animals, 

lack religion, consciousness of other species, and therefore sympathy. He asserts,  

Consciousness in the strictest sense is present only in a being to whom his species, his 

essential nature, is an object of thought. The brute is indeed conscious of himself as an 

individual—and he has accordingly the feeling of self as the common centre of 

 
5 Although Eliot was raised in a devout evangelical Christian family, she renounced her faith in the early 1840s. For 
more on Eliot and religion, see Sebastian Lecourt’s Cultivating Belief: Victorian Anthropology, Liberal Aesthetics, 
and the Secular Imagination. 
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successive sensations—but not as a species: hence, he is without that consciousness 

which in its nature, as in its name, is akin to science.  

Man is himself at once I and thou; he can put himself in the place of another, for 

this reason, that to him his species, his essential nature, and not merely his individuality, 

is an object of thought. (Feuerbach 2)  

For Feuerbach, humans have a relationship between the self and the other, which makes one 

aware of one’s place in the world, enables one to make moral judgments, and gives one the 

possibility to sympathize with others. He contends that the “I and thou” is exclusive to humans 

whereas in The Mill, Eliot extends the “thou” to animals. In other words, humans can put 

themselves in the place of both another human and another animal. Sympathy, then, can cross 

species boundaries. Eliot’s depiction of nonhuman animals in The Mill challenges Feuerbach’s 

argument, suggesting that nonhuman animals are aware of their “essential nature” beyond their 

individuality.  

The Mill tells the story of Maggie’s life and her cataclysmic fate, yet it can only do so by 

also detailing the complex lives of many animals, underscoring the necessary, albeit often 

overlooked, role of animals within human stories. The inseparability between human history and 

animal history corroborates the need to pay attention to the role and lives of animals in literature. 

For Eliot, to introduce animals as characters is often to disrupt hierarchical thinking about 

human-animal relationships. What I will argue in this chapter is that the literary, domesticated 

animals are a trope for the tension between explanation and mystery. By reading animals as both 

figurative devices and as literal creatures that sometimes rise to the level of minor characters, I 

will query what it means to be human in the mid-nineteenth century, and also raise awareness to 

the ways in which Eliot presents myriad ways of being, knowing, and living.  
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As I discussed in the introduction to this thesis, there is a debate between literary animal 

studies critics over whether one should read animals found in literature literally or figuratively. 

Ivan Kreilkamp and Anna Feuerstein claim that animal characters should be read literally, 

arguing that analyzing them figuratively is problematic because it is anthropocentric and thereby 

diminishes animals’ individuality and complexity. In contrast, Heather Keenleyside argues that 

figurative readings of animals do not minimize actual animals because figurative readings of 

humans do not reduce actual humans (10). While these critics’ arguments are provocative, I 

contend that figurative and literal readings of animals complement each other. Therefore, I 

incorporate both approaches into my analysis, showing that literary animals can function as both 

figurative devices and as literal beings that at times become characters and agents. In so doing, I 

pay attention to the ease and frequency in which readers anthropomorphize animals to 

underscore both human biases and limitations. The rabbits, dogs, and horses in The Mill are at 

times minor characters while they also consistently function metaphorically, symbolically, and 

especially allegorically. By reading the novel in this way, I focus on Eliot’s complex portrayals 

of nonhuman animals.  

In focusing on Eliot’s animal tropes and her integration of evolutionary theory, I join 

other critics who depart from anthropocentric readings of The Mill and instead adopt an 

ecocritical lens. Existing readings of The Mill describe it as “history” that details unified natural 

processes, the long durée, and nonhuman scales of time. Sally Shuttleworth, for instance, argues 

that Eliot’s engagement with Darwin “reinforce[s] the idea of gradual change (though not 

necessarily progress) within a unified continuum” (53). Barbara Barrow offers a new reading of 

the catastrophic denouement; she maintains that Eliot questions the plausibility of contemporary 

understandings of nature as a “balanced self regulating-domain” by linking catastrophe to the 
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female body (38).6 Nathan Hensley similarly argues that “Eliot’s novel solves the tension it 

raises between durée and event by presenting, in the midst of a gradualist, organic historical 

model, a moment of transfigured revolutionary violence (the flood)” (Forms of Empire 43). 

Hensley’s reading of The Mill shows that the novel presents “history” as both a natural 

progression and as making “radical jump[s] between time.” In contrast to an explicit focus on 

geological time, Elizabeth Carolyn Miller suggests that Eliot distinguishes temporalities between 

water- and steam-powered energy systems (85). Likewise, Deborah Shapple Spillman argues that 

by analyzing the literal and figurative uses of steam, readers can compare the shifting societal 

values, alongside capitalistic development, from when the novel takes place, the late 1820s, to 

the time at which Eliot wrote the book, the late 1850s (344).  

Critics have widely acknowledged the novel’s interest in nineteenth-century science, but 

they have paid little attention to its interest in human-animal relations. Although several critics 

have analyzed Eliot’s other novels via animal studies approaches, animal-centered readings of 

The Mill tend to be cursory; more substantial analyses are needed.7 The existing readings, 

however, underline the proliferation and importance of animals in the novel. Linda Robertson 

asserts that Eliot uses animals to develop the rural setting and to distinguish individual 

characters, especially in relation to gender, by associating them with particular animals (61). For 

instance, Maggie is a “little duck,” and Lucy Deane is likened to Sindbad, her chestnut mare, 

caged canaries, and Minny, her King Charles Spaniel (Robertson 63). Robertson identifies the 

vast array of animals in the novel, but in total, her three-page essay reads more as a list than a 

 
6 While it is not the focus of her essay, Barbara Barrow dedicates one paragraph to how Eliot contrasts natural order 
and catastrophe through human-animal relations (51). 
7 Recent outstanding criticism on Middlemarch includes Kreilkamp’s Minor Creatures, Keridiana Chez’s Victorian 
Dogs, Victorian Men, and Helen Kingstone’s “Human-animal Elision: A Darwinian Universe in George Eliot’s 
Novels.” 
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full analysis. Nonetheless, her work establishes the importance of animals in the novel. Eliot’s 

use of animal metaphors—or animetaphors, as Akira Mizuta Lippit puts it—becomes so 

overwhelming that it verges on the ironic because it is arduous to recall the animal and character 

pairs. In the “Introduction” to the 2009 Oxford World Classics edition of The Mill, Juliette 

Atkinson notes the frequency with which characters are compared to animals. She lists them as 

follows:  

Maggie and Tom behave ‘like young animals’ (37), Moss is a ‘machine-horse’ (78) 

whose children run ‘like chickens’ (75), and Tulliver is a ‘bull’ (234). Lucy is, 

appropriately, linked with small domestic animals such as a ‘kitten’ (58) and ‘pretty 

spaniel’ (356), while Maggie has more kinship with the outdoors, tossing her head like a 

‘pony’ (13). (Atkinson xxii-xxiii)  

This list is not exhaustive. I would add that Mr. Pullet is named after a young hen; Tom is 

“sheepish” at times and is also a “bovine lad” (Eliot 86, 166).8 And there are probably many 

more examples.  

In this chapter, I limit my analysis to the queer literary creatures that thwart the 

unidirectional system of evolution, specifically the Tulliver’s dog, Yap, the lop-eared rabbits, 

and the triad of Tom, Maggie, and Philip. I argue that Yap is both a minor character and an 

allegory; similarly, I show that the lop-eared rabbits, despite their lack of characterization, have 

agency, and act as both metaphor and allegory. My analysis emphasizes Eliot’s commitment to 

 
8 The other existing scholarship that discusses animals in the novel tends to prioritize horses. Elsie B. Michie, in 
“Horses and Sexual/Social Dominance,” shows that, after the arrival of Darwinian theory, the iconography of the 
Victorian man on horseback was no longer an “emblem of the pleasures of dominance” (164). Instead, the 
connection between riders and horses threatened long standing social hierarchies. In an essay on Katherine 
Mansfield and animal studies, Derek Ryan argues that horses have a special place in society. He asserts that when 
the narrator depicts an animal’s inner life in The Mill, it is most often the horse’s inner life. In these cases, the horses 
are reacting to unsympathetic men who seek to dominate them. Certainly, horses offer a medium to analyze complex 
human-animal relationships, but as Atkinson points out, there are many other animal species throughout the novel.  
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telling the story of those who society ostracizes. By way of conclusion, I present a new reading 

of the famous flood scene that attends to the animal imagery to suggest that Maggie and Tom’s 

sensitivities, weaknesses, and inconsistencies render them queer and, at least as Darwin 

understands it, unfit for the natural world.  

What Eliot has in mind when she uses the word “queer” is akin to the Oxford English 

Dictionary’s account of the term’s meaning in the mid-nineteenth century. The OED describes 

“queer” as “strange, odd, peculiar, eccentric” as well as “Out of sorts; unwell; faint, giddy” 

(“queer, adj. 1.”). Alongside this understanding of “queer,” I borrow the definition that Eve 

Sedgwick includes in the forward to Tendencies. Her definition relates to progress, movement, 

and possibility. She describes “queer” as, “a continuing moment, movement, motive-recurrent, 

eddying, troublant” (Sedgwick xii). She then explains that the word means “across” and has 

origins in “the Indo-European root -twerkw, which also yields the German quer (transverse), 

Latin torquere (to twist), English athwart.” In short, as Sedgwick puts it, “queer” “is relational 

and strange.” In the chapter titled “Queer and Now,” Sedgwick adds that “‘queer’ can refer to: 

the open mesh of possibilities, gaps, overlaps, dissonances and resonances, lapses and excesses 

of meaning” (8). Although Sedgwick relies on this definition of “queer” to raise questions about 

gender and sexuality, both Sedgwick and Eliot are interested in how the word conveys 

eccentricities and gaps and overlaps.  

Throughout The Mill, the word “queer” appears sixteen times, always as an adjective, 

describing people, places, things, and animals. Several examples that hinge on both the OED’s 

and Sedgwick’s definition are as follows: (1) Yap, the Tulliver’s dog, is queer because of his 

physical irregularities, which purportedly affect his sexual fitness; the narrator writes, “and there 

was Yap, the queer white-and-brown terrier, with one ear turned back, trotting about and sniffing 
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vaguely, as if he were in search of a companion” (Eliot 27). The “as if” suggests that Yap will 

most likely never find a partner. (2) Houses, too, can be peculiar and carry negative connotations 

about the characters that live in them: “Maggie felt sure that Bob was wicked, without very 

distinctly knowing why; unless it was because Bob’s mother was a dreadfully large fat woman, 

who lived at a queer round house down the river” (44). (3) Maggie and Philip are also queer. 

After Maggie haphazardly cuts her own hair, the narrator describes Tom’s reaction, “‘Oh, 

Maggie,’ said Tom, jumping round her, and slapping his knees as he laughed, ‘Oh, my buttons! 

what a queer thing you look! Look at yourself in the glass; you look like the idiot we throw our 

nutshells to at school’” (61). (4) The St. Ogg’s community considers Philip to be queer because 

of his crooked spine. The narrator writes, “That young Wakem nearly went out of his mind; he 

always was rather queer; but he’s gone abroad again to be out of the way, —quite the best thing 

for a deformed young man” (454, emphasis original). In another instance, Aunt Pullet comments 

that Philip is “queer and lonely” (314). The narrator’s and Aunt Pullet’s comments on Philip’s 

queerness are particularly telling because they illustrate how the community conflates being 

queer with being alone that ultimately leads to the community’s exclusionary practices in terms 

of both normativity and reproductivity.  

Throughout this chapter, I use the word “queer” to conjure both the OED’s and 

Sedgwick’s multifaceted definitions. The word itself is strange, dissonant, and twisting. As 

“queer” names an elusive, mysterious concept, it is therefore linked to Eliot’s proclivity to 

mystery. Eliot’s different uses of “queer” remind readers that there are myriad ways of being. 

Correspondingly, she diverges from a Darwinian approach to unearthing the “mystery of 

mysteries” that shape the world—instead, she welcomes mystery as such. In fact, the narrator 
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repeats the phrase “this puzzling world” frequently to underscore how many aspects of life are 

incomprehensible and “queer.”9  

 

The Tulliver’s Queer Dog 

 

A key instance of Eliot’s use of domesticated animals to navigate the unresolved tension 

between explanation and mystery is the Tulliver’s family dog, Yap, who functions as both a 

character and an allegory.10 It matters that Yap is both a character and an allegory because his 

subjectivity and individuality underscore the complex human-animal relationship, and his 

literariness expresses the significant role animals play in anthropocentric, realist novels.  

Unidirectional movement is seemingly paramount in The Mill, considering both the title 

and the metaphor of the river Floss. However, the inclusion of Yap in the novel suggests that 

unidirectional movement and evolutionary progress are not of the utmost importance. Yap, the 

queer dog, twists and thwarts progress, showing that beings that stand in the way of 

unidirectional movement are indispensable. To draw on Eliot’s letter, Yap stands in the way of 

the “world get[ting] on step by step towards brave clearness and honesty” (Eliot, Letters 227). 

Queerness, in this sense, acts in resistance to Darwinian theory; it evokes the possibility that 

mystical elements of life cannot be overlooked. Thus, Yap represents a mystery or conundrum: 

why do creatures with random mutations exist if their lives oppose the progress of the world? In 

 
9 The phrase “this puzzling world” appears seven times throughout the novel. See pages 15, 66, 79, 122, 182, 230, 
245. 
10 I use “who” here purposefully to denote the individuality that the narrator grants Yap. In fact, the narrator uses 
“who” rather than “that” when describing Yap’s actions in a scene where he bites Bob Jakin’s leg: “But at this 
moment Yap, who had been running on before, returned barking to the scene of action, and saw a favourable 
opportunity for biting Bob’s bare leg not only with impunity but with honour” (Eliot 48).  
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this way, Yap’s position in the novel shows that there are many ways of being that do not align 

with what Darwin describes as progress. 

The narrator describes Yap as being physically deformed, which aligns him with Philip. 

Like Philip, Yap’s deformity affects how the characters treat him and more broadly, how the St. 

Ogg’s community views him as useless. When the narrator introduces Yap, they use the word 

“queer.” In the first chapter of Book One, the narrator does not mention Yap by name, but the 

narrator implies that he is peculiar because of his “ineffectual” barks and leaps: “And that queer 

white cur with the brown ear seems to be leaping and barking in ineffectual remonstrance with 

the wheel” (Eliot 8). Then in the fourth chapter of Book One, Yap is again “the queer white-and-

brown terrier, with one ear turned back” who was “trotting about and sniffing vaguely, as if he 

were in search of a companion” (27). According to Tom and his friend Bob Jakin, Yap is a 

“poor-spirited animal” because he cannot catch rats like “regular good dogs” (46). Although it is 

unclear what specifically makes Yap “queer,” it is clear that Yap is likely to spend his life alone 

because his irregularities hinder his ability to find a sexual partner. Furthermore, Yap has a 

“lump in his throat,” which suggests that he has a cancerous growth that could lead to a 

premature death (174). In not serving his purpose as a dog, Yap’s queerness indicates a thwart-

ness to teleology. By paying attention to how the narrator describes Yap and how Tom and Bob 

treat him shows that to be human is to offer animal-others some sympathy, but not so much that 

the scala naturae is upended. When the characters are sympathetic to Yap, they corroborate the 

belief that beings who are “queer” and useless are important to society, if not to evolutionary 

progress.  

Yap functions as a significant exemplar of a fascinating development within the rise of 

the Victorian pet. Victorians were especially fond of dogs; according to Sarah Amato, “Dogs 
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were the most celebrated pets and provided the standard against which all others were measured” 

(25). Amato’s rhetoric of “all others” positions dogs in between other pets that Victorians 

considered less prominent—such as, cats, pigeons, canaries, and rabbits—and human beings. 

Such language accentuates the intimacy between humans and dogs. But as Harriet Ritvo asserts, 

“not all dogs were equally cherished” (Pride and Pedigree 227). Ritvo explains that owning 

purebred dogs can improve one’s social status, and conversely, having mongrel, perverse dogs 

can negatively affect the owner’s reputation. As one breeder put it, “Nobody who is anybody can 

afford to be followed about by a mongrel dog” (qtd. in Ritvo 227). Purebred dogs were so 

important to Victorians that breeders “remove[d] animals that did not embody the highest 

potential of the strain from the breeding pool” (233). Effectively, breeders performed artificial 

selection, and it is conceivable that breeders would disregard Yap because his anomalies thwart 

the forward progress of high British society and evolution.  

When Victorians welcomed pet dogs into their homes, species boundaries were 

continually challenged. Regarding human-dog relationships, Keridiana Chez suggests that “the 

human-dog divide was not merely porous: boundaries were purposefully smudged to form 

interspecies alliances. Dogs were, by design, incorporated into the definition of the human” (15, 

emphasis original). However, for the most part, these “interspecies alliances” reinforced the so-

called natural order where human beings were at the top rung of the scala naturae. That is, dog 

owners reminded their pet dogs of their inferior position in society via discipline. Amato 

expounds on the role of discipline: “The disciplining of animals in order to make them trustful, 

compliant, and orderly became especially important because animals were understood to signal 

the characteristics of the people who owned and kept company with them. In and around the 

home, for example, pets were understood as harbingers of household harmony – indicating social 
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status” (6). Which is to say, mongrel, queer dogs, like Yap, reflected poorly on their respective 

owners. Notably, unlike pedigreed dogs, Maggie calls Yap a “yard dog” (Eliot 263). This term 

implies that the Tullivers do not allow Yap into their family home because living with an 

abnormal dog suggests that the household is also abnormal.  

Despite Yap’s queerness, his role in the novel rises to the level of a minor character. In 

Alex Woloch’s terms, Yap is part of “the proletariat of the novel,” meaning that Yap serves the 

needs of the protagonists and the novel itself, but his individuality is limited compared to the 

protagonists (27). I follow Kreilkamp’s reasoning in extending Woloch’s character theory to 

animals. Kreilkamp argues that  

Animals in the Victorian period…are often treated as semihuman in the realm of culture 

and as semicharacters in the realm of literature. What I mean by this is that animals, or 

certain privileged domesticated animals, are given names and invested with personality 

and individual interiority but that this status is unreliable and subject to sudden 

abrogation…Animal characters are fundamentally minor. . . . (Minor Creatures 17) 

Given that animal characters occupy this liminal space between humans and animals, Kreilkamp 

contends, “The animal other is in fact critical for the definition of the human character, because 

this other being represents both the object of domination and the object of sympathy and ethical 

restraint” (96). Although Yap’s role in the novel shapes and defines Tom’s character, my focus is 

on Yap’s role as a minor character and occasionally as an object of sympathy.  

A scene in the sixth chapter of Book One, where Tom, Bob, and Yap are playing near the 

river, depicts Yap’s abnormalities and shows how he briefly becomes an object of sympathy. 

Bob gestures “with an air of disgust toward Yap” and says that Yap is “no more good wi’ a rot 

nor nothin” (Eliot 46). According to Bob, Yap does not serve his purpose as a dog because he 
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cannot catch rats. Then, notably, the narrator takes into account how both Tom and Yap react: 

“Yap, feeling the withering influence of this scorn, tucked his tail in and shrank close to Tom’s 

leg, who felt a little hurt for him, but had not the superhuman courage to seem behindhand with 

Bob in contempt for a dog who made so poor a figure” (47). Because Tom “felt a little hurt for 

[Yap],” the narrator alludes to the fact that he can sympathize with the animal other; and in this 

scene, Yap transitions from an individual being to an object.  

However, Yap is not only an “object of sympathy” because the narrator intimates that the 

queer dog has an interiority. For instance, the narrator suggests that he made a conscious 

decision to not catch the rat because he “decline[s] to plunge” (Eliot 47). But as a minor 

character, Yap’s role is to complement the strong, robust characters, so the narrative attention 

abruptly shifts back to Tom who asserts his dominance. He scolds and physically abuses Yap: 

“‘Ugh! you coward!’ said Tom, and kicked him over, feeling humiliated as a sportsman to 

possess so poor-spirited an animal. Bob abstained from remark and passed on, choosing, 

however, to walk in the shallow edge of the overflowing river by way of change.”11 Again, 

Tom’s humanness is displayed as he dominates the animal-other while he attempts to showcase 

his masculinity. The narrator, however, undermines Tom’s strength as a human character in that 

he lacks “superhuman courage” (46). Yet the narrator writes that it requires courage to “seem 

behindhand,” which the OED describes as being in a state of backwardness or less advanced 

(“behindhand, adv. (and adj.)”). Surprisingly, in this sense, it takes courage to be less advanced. 

Eliot’s narrator suggests that courage is not reserved for those who align with progress. 

Therefore, queerness, as in thwarting progress, can have positive connotations. Although Yap is 

 
11 In this scene, the narrator likens Bob to an amphibian. His darting eyes are “like an amphibious animal” and 
instead of speaking, he “walk[s] in the shallow edge of the overflowing river” (Eliot 47). This trope shows that Bob 
is more similar to nonhuman animals than he wishes to believe.  
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queer and not evolutionary fit, the narrator’s use of the word “courage” and the subtle indication 

that he has an interiority shows that his life and livelihood should not be ignored.  

The narrator underscores Yap’s position in the novel as “semihuman” and 

“semicharacter” when they describe Yap’s reaction to Bob’s jeers (Kreilkamp, Minor Creatures 

17). In this moment, Yap seemingly understands what Bob has said when he tucks his tail and 

shrinks next to Tom (Eliot 46). Yet, one could argue that Yap’s reaction is instinctual and thus he 

does not actually understand Bob. Although Yap cannot speak, the narrator gives the reader 

access to his thoughts through his actions. That is, it is easy to imagine that a human person 

might respond in a similar way to Yap if they are teased. Perhaps the narrator anthropomorphizes 

Yap, but even so, by endowing a queer dog with allegedly human qualities, they affirm a porous 

boundary exists between humans and animals.  

When Yap takes on the characteristics of an individual, Eliot anticipates Derrida’s 

criticism of the “catch-all concept” of “the Animal” (Derrida 402). For Derrida, the broadness of 

the category of animal is vexing; he explains that the term “the Animal” jettisons the “abyssal 

differences and structural limits that separate” many species of nonhuman animals. Or, in other 

words, the way in which all nonhuman animals are lumped together under this term diminishes 

the uniqueness of a given species as well as individual animals. In The Mill, Yap is not just 

another “Animal”; instead, his individuality reinforces how highly Victorian society thought of 

dogs.  

While Yap’s role as a minor character is critical, his role as an allegory is equally 

important. I suggest that Yap is also a symbolic representation of a broader sense of sympathy 

that transcends species boundaries. Specifically, his purported shortcomings—namely, having an 

odd turned back ear, being unwilling to catch rats, and barking ineffectively—are allegorical of 
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caring for- and attending to other creatures that are anomalies. There is extensive literature on 

sympathy and Victorians and particularly Eliot and sympathy.12 Catherine Gallagher, for 

instance, defines sympathy in a succinct manner: “Sympathy, then, is not an emotion about 

someone else but is rather the process by which someone else's emotion becomes our own" 

(169). Like Feuerbach, Gallagher suggests that sympathy is exclusive to humanity and involves 

the self and the other. For Eliot, however, “someone else” includes both humans and nonhuman 

animals. As I have shown through Tom and Yap’s relationship, Eliot’s depiction of sympathy in 

The Mill demonstrates that sympathy can extend across species boundaries. Furthermore, Maggie 

has a “tenderness for deformed things” (Eliot 186). The word “things” illustrates that The Mill is 

interested in exploring the extent to which human characters are willing and able to sympathize 

with others, including “things” and nonhuman animals.  

For example, a conversation between Maggie and Philip about Yap reveals the ways in 

which Eliot expands Gallagher’s and Feuerbach’s conceptions of sympathy to show that one can 

extend moral consideration of others to animals. Maggie says, “Oh, no, I sha’n’t forget you, I’m 

sure…I never forget anything, and I think about everybody when I’m away from them. I think 

about poor Yap; he’s got a lump in his throat, and Luke says he’ll die. Only don’t you tell Tom 

because it will vex him so. You never saw Yap; he’s a queer little dog, —nobody cares about 

him but Tom and me” (Eliot 174-5). Then Philip asks, “Do you care as much about me as you do 

about Yap, Maggie?” And Maggie responds, laughing, “Oh, yes, I should think so.” Despite 

Maggie’s exaggeration of “never forget[ting] anything” and “think[ing] about everybody,” this 

exchange shows that Yap is part of “everybody.” Philip, though jovial, positions himself and 

 
12 For some of the most recent work on Eliotic sympathy, see Thomas Recchio’s “Toward a Theory of Narrative 
Sympathy: Character, Story, and the Body in The Mill on the Floss” and Deborah Shapple Spillman’s “All That is 
Solid Turns into Steam: Sublimation and Sympathy in George Eliot’s The Mill on the Floss.”  
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Yap on an equal rung on the scala naturae. In fact, Philip rhetorically puts himself in the place of 

Yap—who is not just an animal but a queer animal—demonstrating that language and the 

imagination can transgress and athwart boundaries in a Sedgwickian manner. This conversation 

shows that sympathy has no bounds—that is, Yap is a trope for the inexhaustible nature of care 

and sympathy.13 Maggie is also an exemplar of such care, especially for abnormal beings: she 

sympathizes with Yap (the queer dog), Philip (a representative of the physically disabled), and 

Tom (the single-minded brother).14 

 

The “Nash” Rabbits 

 

Through Maggie’s forgetfulness and the subsequent death of Tom’s pet rabbits, Eliot 

reveals human fallibility, suggesting that the distinction between humans and animals is blurry. 

In this section, I provide literal and metaphorical readings of the lop-eared rabbits to argue that 

the narrator casts the rabbits as others that do not fit into the unidirectional system of evolution. 

While Yap is a minor character, the rabbits are not, because the narrator treats them like a mass 

and they lack individual identities. Nonetheless, the rabbits also disrupt the human-animal 

hierarchy because, despite being “things,” they are indeed sentient beings.  

Recent literary criticism on The Mill has attended to the rabbits in relation to evolutionary 

theory, but to my knowledge no critics have taken an animal studies approach. In a brief essay, 

 
13 In Communities of Care: The Social Ethics of Care, Talia Schaffer distinguishes care from sympathy. She claims 
that care is action-oriented: it “meets another’s need” whereas sympathy is “a feeling generated by passive 
specularity and centered on the self as a way to confirm one’s own moral sensitivity” (42, 118). In contrast, I use 
these terms interchangeably because if Maggie is being passively sympathetic, her thinking invites readers to 
consider nonhuman animals as community members.  
14 Here, I draw on Ermath’s position in “George Eliot’s Conception of Sympathy.” She describes Eliotic sympathy 
as a “splint in consciousness that permits two conflicting views to exist simultaneously” and posits that “[h]er early 
novels treat sympathy mainly in terms of the relations between well-acquainted individuals, usually members of the 
same family or small community” (23). 
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Johnathan Smith likens Maggie to the lop-eared rabbits because she is unlikely to survive (19). 

He concludes that Tom’s interest in lop-eared rabbits is historically accurate, reflecting Victorian 

culture and debates over evolutionary theory (23). Moreover, Smith notes that these rabbits were 

particularly important to Darwin because they showed him how one trait can alter other 

structures; in this case, “the weight of the ears changed the shape of the skull and even the lower 

jaw” (22-3).15 Elisabeth Jay also likens Maggie to the rabbits, but, unlike Smith, she focuses on 

the rabbits’ death to better understand the connection between memory and morality. She argues 

that Maggie’s “undisciplined state of mind” places her among the “less developed” – such as the 

rabbits (Jay 364). She asks, “if there are human beings of such low intellect as to be devoid of 

any memory other than that of animal habit, can they in any sense be held morally responsible?” 

(363). For Jay, the rabbits’ death is pivotal because it marks the start of Maggie’s path to 

combining rationality, responsibility, and feelings (364). Meanwhile, Mary Jean Corbett, in a 

chapter on interbreeding and intercrossing, situates The Mill in conversation with George Henry 

Lewes and Darwin, and she includes a short analysis of the lop-eared rabbits. Corbett argues that 

the rabbits offer “a folk perspective on the dubious wisdom of breeding animals to select for a 

specific trait that serves no practical purpose” (126). Karen Bourrier notes that the rabbits’ death 

is an example of how the narrator describes young Maggie’s emotions in terms of her 

relationship to animals (99). Taken together, Smith’s, Jay’s, Corbett’s, and Bourrier’s analyses of 

the lop-eared rabbits are brief, but their contributions show that the rabbits’ role in the narrative 

is worth attending to from historical, literal, and figurative perspectives.  

 
15 Darwin studied lop-eared rabbits. He observed that the rabbits’ lengthy ears were linked to a deformation in the 
side of their skull. The language of “deformation” reinforces the belief that there is something undesirable about the 
lop-ears. Interestingly, as of 2016, scientists continue to study lop-eared and half-lop-eared rabbits, and, so far, their 
studies have confirmed Darwin’s hypotheses. For more, see Erica Tennenhouse’s “Resurrecting Darwin’s Lop-
Eared Rabbits.” 
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These critical readings tend to focus on what the rabbits mean to the human characters 

and the plot rather than viewing them as beings in and of themselves. What I argue here is that 

the inclusion of the lop-eared rabbits illustrates Eliot’s commitment to telling the story of those 

beings that are not biologically successful in terms of Darwin’s development theory. This 

narratorial decision expresses Eliot’s attention to mystery instead of process. Rather than 

eschewing questions that lack concrete answers, Eliot encourages readers to embrace 

uncertainty. Critically, the rabbit scene calls to mind that Darwin’s development theory weeds 

out deformities. 

From a figurative perspective, the multiple ways in which human characters treat the 

rabbits complicates any dichotomy between what I will call higher and lower knowledge. Higher 

knowledge is theoretical that includes what one would learn in books whereas lower knowledge 

is practical—it helps keep one alive. Maggie prefers higher knowledge, perhaps because society 

considers it superior and unfit for women. In contrast, Tom and Luke disdain such higher 

knowledge and take pride in their practical sensibilities. Before Luke informs Maggie that the 

rabbits are dead, they argue over what is worth knowing. Maggie, on one hand, contends that 

“we ought to” read books about kangaroos, civet-cats, and sunfish, for instance, to learn “about 

our fellow-creatures” (Eliot 29). On the other hand, Luke, like Tom, focuses on the work before 

him and believes that books are filled with lies. The irony behind Maggie’s claims of wanting to 

know about fellow creatures and her failure to care for them, due to her dedication to reading, 

shows that survival requires many ways of knowing. She seeks reassurance from Luke, saying 

“but how could I [remember], when they didn’t come into my head, you know?” (Eliot 29). 

Presumably, her head is filled with other types of information. While Jay describes the lapse in 

memory as a commentary on the inferiority of women, it is significant that the boys also cannot 



 47 

juggle both higher and lower knowledge. Thus, the rabbits’ death presents an allegory: 

sometimes lower knowledge is more valuable than higher knowledge.  

Maggie at least thinks so. Through free indirect discourse, the narrator suggests that, in 

Maggie’s opinion, Tom and Luke’s knowledge—which I call lower knowledge—is superior. The 

narrator describes Maggie’s “awe” at her brother’s knowledge as follows: “[Tom] knew all about 

worms, and fish…and how padlocks opened…Maggie thought this sort of knowledge was very 

wonderful—much more difficult than remembering what was in the books; and she was rather in 

awe of Tom’s superiority” (Eliot 38). Despite the apparent irony, the narrator emphasizes how 

Maggie sees herself as inferior and this mindset contributes to her failures in a male-dominant 

world.  

Following Smith and Jay, I liken Maggie to the rabbits. Tom repeatedly calls her a “silly 

thing” and her death underscores the fact that she was too “nash” or delicate to survive in a harsh 

world (Eliot 33, 30). Likewise, the narrator feminizes the rabbits as “nash things” that cannot 

survive on their own and their “deformities” make them unfit for evolution. While the novel uses 

the word “thing” in several ways, when the narrator uses it to describe a person, it is reserved 

almost exclusively for female or feminized characters.16 Tom frequently calls Maggie a “silly 

thing,” “a nasty disagreeable thing,” “a queer thing,” and “a cross thing” (34, 138, 61, 82). Mrs. 

Tulliver calls her “a wild thing” (12). Similarly, Lucy Deane is “a small thing,” “a poor thing,” a 

“dear, tiny thing,” a “sweet young thing” and Lucy even disparages herself as “a little 

insignificant thing” (314, 344, 454, 343). On one occasion, the narrator describes Tom as a “poor 

thing,” but it is only when he is with Maggie as they cling to each other, trembling (178). In this 

exception, the narrator feminizes Tom. Therefore, to be a “thing” is to be utterly dependent and 

 
16 To corroborate this argument, I used the search function in Project Gutenberg’s version of The Mill on the Floss.  
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fragile; in St. Ogg’s it is preferable to be harsh and brute than delicate and thoughtful because 

dependent beings tend to perish.  

Figurative readings of the rabbits reveal the lack of a distinct dichotomy between higher 

and lower knowledge, while also illuminating the metaphorical link between the rabbits and 

Maggie. Conversely, a literal reading of the rabbits underscores lapses in human exceptionalism 

and implies that these deformed animals, like Yap, have agency. When Luke consoles Maggie, 

he grants the lop-eared rabbits’ agency in a subtle manner. He says, 

Don’t you fret, Miss…they’re nash things, them lop-eared rabbits; they’d happen ha’ 

died, if they’d been fed. Things out o’ natur niver thrive: God A’mighty doesn’t like ’em. 

He made the rabbits’ ears to lie back, an’ it’s nothin’ but contrariness to make ’em hing 

down like a mastiff dog’s. Master Tom ’ull know better nor buy such things another time. 

Don’t you fret, Miss. Will you come along home wi’ me, and see my wife? I’m a-goin’ 

this minute. (Eliot 30) 

Rather than relying on scientific explanations, Luke turns to religion to explain why some 

creatures are designed to fail. In his view, the lop-eared rabbits are perverse because their ears 

are not the way God made them. If God indeed made the ears lie back, then who or what made 

them hang down? Luke implies that the rabbits did—“it’s nothin’ but contrariness”—suggesting 

that they are conscious beings because it is the rabbits’ fault their ears don’t lie back. Perhaps 

Luke holds the common belief that rabbits have neither free will nor agency. In this case, this 

moment is a lapse: by anthropomorphizing the rabbits, he makes a fundamental categorical error. 

What is significant is the ordinariness of making such an error because it shows the difficulty or 

impossibility of thinking about nonhuman animals beyond the scope of anthropocentric 

language. Although no lexicon can adequately describe an animal’s inner life, Luke’s brief 



 49 

comment suggests that the rabbits have an inner life. As Nagel would put it, there is something 

that it is like to be a rabbit.  

Luke’s religious explanation, however, is weak and unsatisfactory because it does not 

explain why some beings do not survive. When Luke says, “Things out o’ natur niver thrive,” 

does this mean that beings who are not “things” survive (Eliot 30)? Notably, unlike Yap who has 

a name, the rabbits are nameless “things” that lack individuality and thus do not rise to the role 

of minor characters. Or, as Corbett asserts, “there’s no place for such ‘nash things,’ either in the 

mill or ‘in that far tool-house, an’ it was nobody’s business to see to ‘em’ because they don’t fit 

the working model of the enterprise” (126). Because the rabbits do not belong in the mill, they 

also do not belong in the broader ecological order. From a Darwinian perspective, that Luke 

echoes, the rabbits’ deformities make them destined for death; they are expendable creatures 

within evolution. In fact, Maggie offers to buy Tom replacements, implying the rabbits are 

nothing special (Eliot 33). Arguably, if Maggie forgot to feed Yap and he died, she would never 

consider buying Tom a new Yap because he is irreplaceable. Nonetheless, Luke’s lapse shows 

the incoherency of hierarchical relationships between different living creatures. To that end, 

mystery precludes answers to why some beings live and others die. In yet another unsatisfactory 

way, the scene ends with Maggie following Luke to see his wife, suggesting that no explanation 

could be satisfactory. Once again, the narrative leaves readers to wrestle with scientific and 

religious explanations, and to acknowledge multiple ways of knowing.  
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Animals and the Flood 

 

The infamous denouement has long enthralled and puzzled critics from the novel’s 

publication to the twenty-first century, resulting in myriad readings. To rationalize this narrative 

decision, some scholars read the flood as Maggie’s fault or as a final punishment for her sins. 

Other scholars take psychoanalytical approaches; Ermath, for example, argues that the 

catastrophe is a physical manifestation of Maggie’s psychological collapse (587). Or, from a 

different perspective that is perhaps just as shocking as the end itself, David Smith suggests that 

the conclusion is an incestuous climax (147).  

In contrast to traditional readings, literary ecological readings consider the ending from a 

perspective that extends beyond human life. Instead of focusing on an individual’s actions, these 

readings prioritize time, history, and natural disaster. Take Hensley, for instance.17 In an essay on 

the novel’s historical and temporal shifts, he argues that the denouement “is best seen as a 

transcoded revolutionary event” (“Database and the Future Anterior” 127). Any reading of the 

scene, Hensley claims, “is an instant of shocking, reordering violence metaphorized into 

cataclysm: a ‘supreme moment’ (Eliot 542), as the narrator calls it.” Likewise, Miller considers 

the ways in which Eliot grapples with “nonprogressive temporalities” (94). She argues that the 

flood occurs “in part because of a lapse of human memory across generations” (93). In doing so, 

she brings attention to a fundamental human problem: because of humans’ limited perspective, 

relatively short life, and “transient memory,” they are unable to “understand the longer temporal 

arcs of the energy systems.” Miller explains that the older residents of St. Ogg’s have a better 

idea of how dangerous the flood could be while the younger residents do not take the threat 

 
17 Scholarship on the conclusion of The Mill is vast. I only touch on a few readings here.  
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seriously because they have only witnessed small and moderate floods. This reading begins to 

answer why Maggie and Tom are the only victims, but despite the vagueness of the conclusion, 

no one else dies. According to Miller’s analysis, all younger residents would fall victim to the 

flood. So why do only the Tulliver siblings die or why are they the only ones mentioned? My 

reading of the flood focuses on animal imagery that reveals human fallibility and queerness to 

offer an explanation as to the mystery of why only the Tulliver siblings die.  

A scene in the fifth chapter of Book One when the Tulliver siblings embrace each other is 

strikingly similar to their interaction in the moments before their death. I return to this scene 

because it helps to explain why Tom is incompatible with the natural world. Specifically, this 

scene illumines Tom’s inconsistences between his desire to punish Maggie and his tender, loving 

actions. Such inconsistencies suggest that humans lack complete control of their actions, which 

raises questions about one’s moral responsibilities and animalistic instincts. Crucially, if Tom 

lacks control of his actions, then he is fallible like Maggie and Philip. Tom’s waywardness sheds 

light on his death which destroys his opportunity to procreate and makes him an evolutionary 

failure. Further, Tom’s fluctuating behavior is a mystery in this scene: why does Tom forgive his 

sister instead of scolding her? A key passage reveals the simplicity and tenderness of Maggie and 

Tom’s actions. The narrator writes, 

We no longer approximate in our behaviour to the mere impulsiveness of the lower 

animals, but conduct ourselves in every respect like members of a highly civilised 

society. Maggie and Tom were still very much like young animals, and so she could rub 

her cheek against his, and kiss his ear in a random sobbing way; and there were tender 

fibres in the lad that had been used to answer to Maggie’s fondling, so that he behaved 

with a weakness quite inconsistent with his resolution to punish her as much as she 
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deserved. He actually began to kiss her in return. … Maggie’s sobs began to subside, and 

she put out her mouth for the cake and bit a piece; and then Tom bit a piece, just for 

company, and they ate together and rubbed each other’s cheeks and brows and noses 

together, while they ate, with a humiliating resemblance to two friendly ponies. (Eliot 37)  

By foregrounding physical contact and instinctual acts that are frequently associated with being 

animalistic or lower, the narrator queries the constructed hierarchical relationship between 

humans and animals. Therefore, the irony intimates that St. Ogg’s is anything but a “highly 

civilized society.” And in this dubious high society, Maggie and Tom “were still very much like 

young animals,” meaning that their actions are comparable to the “mere impulsiveness of the 

lower animals.” The narrator invokes Darwinian rhetoric when they describe the siblings’ 

rubbing their cheeks, brows, and noses together in a “random” manner. By stating that the 

siblings have a “humiliating resemblance to two friendly ponies,” the narrator implies that Tom 

and Maggie should not be like ponies. Instead, they should follow the examples of Mr. Wakem 

and their father, Mr. Tulliver, by dominating and controlling horses. Through irony and 

figurative language, the narrator illustrates the proximity between humans and animals. The 

quotidian nature of this scene suggests that physical interactions that mimic animal behavior 

should not be condemned or seen as inferior.  

While Tom and Maggie’s correlation to animals is clear, what remains puzzling is why 

Tom’s loving behavior is “weak.” The narrator posits that Tom’s inability to “punish her as 

much as she deserved” denotes both “weakness” and “inconsistency” (Eliot 37). Simply put, his 

physical actions do not align with his inner thoughts. On one level, such incongruity alludes to 

Tom’s childish nature for he is not yet a man and therefore his efforts to act like a parent are 

pathetic. On a broader level, this scene raises a prevailing mystery among humanity: to what 
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extent does one control one’s actions? Perhaps Tom wishes to punish Maggie, but his natural 

instincts compel him to coalesce with his sister, rendering him weak, effeminate, and, overall, 

inept in a world complete with disaster and competition. Tom’s acuity with what I term lower 

knowledge and as a “bovine lad,” as the narrator calls him, should make him apt for the natural 

world (Eliot 166). But he dies in the flood. From an evolutionary perspective, he is a failure 

because he does not live long enough to reproduce.  

While most scholarship on The Mill prioritizes Maggie and femininity, Bourrier’s 

scholarship centers Tom, masculinity, disability, and sympathy. Bourrier argues that Eliot 

critiques and complicates the midcentury schoolboy narrative. The contemporary view held that 

a friendship between a strong man and weak man engenders sympathy and understanding. In The 

Mill, because of physical differences, Tom is presumably the strong man and Philip is the weak 

man. In contrast to that contemporary view, Bourrier claims that “The Tom-Philip rivalry serves 

to demonstrate that male friendship across physical differences is not inevitable, and that an 

increased capacity for sympathy is not necessarily the natural consequence of an enervated 

frame” (77). In other words, the recognition of another’s physical disability does not necessarily 

lead to sympathy and friendship.  

Bourrier establishes that Tom takes “stubbornness to an extreme” and that his insensitive 

nature is “blundering” (84, 85). She differentiates Tom from Maggie and Philip, who are 

effeminate outsiders and sometimes objects of sympathy, by associating Tom’s physical rigidity 

with his “moral rigidity” (84). According to Bourrier, Eliot does not adhere to the standard 

schoolboy narrative because Tom only sympathizes with Philip briefly when he injures his foot 

with a sword (86). Or, as Bourrier puts it, “The two boys only experience fellow feeling when 

both are disabled,” and “Tom and Philip’s sympathy for one another does not long outlast their 
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brief handshake” (88). This view is critical because it shows that Tom is at least capable of 

sympathy. Although Tom’s disability is evanescent, the threat of his lameness is enough to upset 

Maggie. The narrator writes, “this intimation of a possibility she had not thought of before 

affected her as a new trouble; the bare idea of Tom’s being always lame overpowered the 

assurance that such a misfortune was not likely to befall him, and she clung to him and cried 

afresh” (Eliot 171, emphasis added). Since reason and science alone cannot explain all events, 

such misfortunes happen countless times, and, in turn, there is space for mystery within everyday 

life.  

In contrast to Bourrier’s analysis of Tom being mostly insensitive, I show that Tom, at 

times, is overly sensitive. I suggest that Tom’s weaknesses and effeminate traits mark him as 

queer, and therefore, he thwarts progress. In following the norms of St. Ogg’s, queer creatures 

tend to perish, so Tom’s fate in the flood is unsurprising. Tom’s misfortune begets a sympathetic 

impulse, which further links him to Maggie and Philip. Regarding Tom and Philip’s rivalry 

dissipating over Tom’s injury, the narrator gives insight into Philip’s thoughts: he “felt that they 

were no longer in a state of repulsion, but were being drawn into a common current of suffering 

and sad privation” (Eliot 170). Although “current” foreshadows the flood, what I want to 

emphasize here is the way in which Tom’s misery connects him to fallible, queer characters. For 

instance, Philip notices that Tom’s injury must make him miserable because he is unable to do 

the physical activities that he enjoys. In addition to sympathy, misery is important to The Mill’s 

attempts to differentiate humans and animals. Similarly, Shuttleworth argues that misery is a 

“spiritual gain”—something that is only attainable by humans (59). Early in the novel, the 

narrator curiously posits that Maggie is “gifted with that superior power of misery which 

distinguishes the human being, and places him at a proud distance from the most melancholy 



 55 

chimpanzee” (Eliot 44). Applying this reasoning to Tom shows that in a state of physical 

weakness and assumed misery, he becomes less stubborn, more human-like, and sympathetic. In 

conjunction with the earlier embrace between the siblings, Tom is more sensitive and arguably 

queer than most readers and critics realize. While the exact word “queer” is rarely associated 

with Tom, his lame foot can be seen as queer because it thwarts progress. For this reason, he is 

aligned with Maggie, Philip, Yap, and the rabbits; like theirs, his life is cut short, and he does not 

have an opportunity to procreate.  

Tom and Maggie’s death in the flood highlights the fact that the forward progress of 

evolution does not value the lives of queer beings. As in the scene after the rabbits’ death, the 

siblings embrace each other as the catastrophic flood cuts their lives short:  

Huge fragments, clinging together in a fatal fellowship, made one wide mass 

across the stream.  

“It is coming, Maggie!” Tom said, in a deep, hoarse voice, loosing the oars, and 

clasping her.  

The next instant the boat was no longer seen upon the water—and the huge mass 

was hurrying on in hideous triumph. 

But soon the keel of the boat reappeared, a black speck on the golden water.  

The boat reappeared—but brother and sister had gone down in an embrace never 

to be parted: living through again in one supreme moment the days when they had 

clasped their little hands in love, and roamed the daisied fields together. (Eliot 483) 

Words such as “clinging together,” “embrace,” “clasp,” and “little hands in love” reintroduce the 

loving physical connection between Maggie and Tom. Ermath doubts whether there was ever a 

joyous relationship between them because they never “roamed the daisied fields together” 
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(“Maggie Tulliver” 600). However, the siblings have embraced, so there is something authentic 

about the love they have for each other. Hensley attends to the violence of the finale and in a 

close reading of the scene, he posits that the homophone of “hoarse” connects Tom to the animal 

life that is “being erased from the world” (Forms of Empire 67). This homophone reiterates 

Eliot’s extensive use of animal tropes, and the language concurrently underscores the 

inseparability of human and animal life. Moreover, it illustrates that all species are susceptible to 

natural disasters. I extend Hensley’s observation to connect the denouement with the earlier 

scene where the narrator likens the siblings to ponies in a “humiliating” way (Eliot 37). The 

change from ponies to horses suggests that the double Bildung has been completed; within 

Darwinian theory there is no space for Maggie and Tom, so their lives must end.  

  This explanation is not fully satisfying, though, because Philip—another queer 

character—survives. However, like Maggie and Tom, he seemingly does not have a viable 

sexual partner, meaning that he leads a solitary life and does not contribute to evolution. In the 

conclusion, the narrator describes two men that visit the siblings’ grave: “One of them visited the 

tomb again with a sweet face beside him; but that was years after. The other was always solitary. 

His great companionship was among the trees of the Red Deeps, where the buried joy seemed 

still to hover, like a revisiting spirit” (Eliot 484). The first visitor, Stephen Guest, has a sexual 

partner, presumably Lucy Deane, in contrast to “the other,” Philip, who does not have a partner 

in the traditional sense. Thus, Philip is excluded from Darwinian nature that emphasizes 

reproductivity or as Aunt Pullet might say once more, he remains “queer and lonely” (314). But 

critically, Philip is not lonely for he has “companionship” with “the trees of the Red Deeps” 

(484). That is, the novel presents an anti-Darwinian view of nature that welcomes spirituality and 

presents an alternative way of being with nature for a queer fellow like Philip. By not wholly 
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excluding Philip from natural processes, Eliot refutes the belief that beings with physical 

deformities are inept. In short, there is a place for queer beings in nature. Readers, then, are left 

to wonder what it means for a human character to effectively dissolve into the trees; and to be in 

awe of the relationship between humankind, the natural world, and spirituality.  

The Mill concludes by prioritizing mystery as opposed to reason or explanation. It tells 

the story of the “struggle for life” that is common to all living things and beings, and in this 

struggle, death lurks in the shadows (Darwin 49). As Darwin attempts to provide a substantial 

answer to the “mystery of mysteries,” Eliot returns to the phrase “this puzzling world” to show 

that a satisfying answer of why life came to be eludes humanity. In its place, uncertainty and 

queerness abound. As I have shown in this chapter, the domesticated animals in The Mill 

sometimes function as minor characters who possess unique distinguishing traits and are granted 

a semblance of agency; and, equally importantly, the animals are allegories and metaphors that 

contribute to Eliot’s overall project of compelling readers to take seriously the lives of queer 

creatures, silly things, and forgotten beings. Through the trope of animals, Eliot anticipates 

Darwin’s later work as she raises questions about the extent to which development theory applies 

to humans. She suggests that it is feasible to have sympathy for humans and animals alike who 

thwart progress or lack favorable traits for evolution, and thus either die prematurely or do not 

find a partner with whom to reproduce. Ultimately, what this novel portrays is that the purpose of 

life can neither be reduced to reproduction nor to explanation.  
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CHAPTER TWO 

“Bound up in Tender Lives”: The Significance of the Nonhuman Animal in “Goblin 

Market” 

 

Since the publication of Christina Rossetti’s “Goblin Market” in 1862, many have read 

the poem as children’s literature, while many others read it as an allegory and debate its hidden 

meanings.1 Rossetti herself stated that the poem is not an allegory; Jan Marsh, her biographer, 

insists that the message is direct: “it is a poem about temptation, resistance, and redemption” 

(410). Perhaps this view is correct. The poem expresses that despite Lizzie’s cautions, her sister 

Laura succumbs to the tempting cries of the goblin men, eats their fruit, and falls ill. As Laura 

nears death, the self-sacrificing Lizzie seeks out the goblins. She declines the goblins’ invitation 

to eat, so they violently force her to eat the fruit by elbowing, jostling, clawing, barking, mewing, 

hissing, mocking, and tearing her gown (lines 400-404). Lizzie escapes, returns home to Laura, 

and instructs her to “Eat me, drink me, love me” (line 471). This time the fruit acts as an antidote 

as it restores Laura to health. In the final stanza, Laura and Lizzie are wives and mothers who 

warn their children about the dangers of visiting the goblins.  

As the plot details temptation, resistance, and redemption, the poem as a whole is so 

utterly dualistic that it becomes disconcerting. The poem includes good and evil, temptation and 

resistance, fall and redemption, day and night, the sisters and the goblins, femininity and 

masculinity, sisters and brothers, sexual repression and expression, humans and nonhuman 

animals, domesticity and wildness, precision and imprecision; the list goes on. The dichotomies, 

 
1 See Jeanie Watson’s “‘Men Sell Not Such in any Town’: Christina Rossetti’s Goblin Fruit of Fairy Tale” and 
Megan A. Norcia’s “‘Come Buy, Come Buy’: Christina Rossetti’s ‘Goblin Market’ and the Cries of London” for 
more about the way contemporaries of Rossetti and recent critics view “Goblin Market” as children’s literature.  



 59 

at first, appear schematic; the poem, however, continuously works against its own dichotomies, 

resulting in a lack of stable oppositions. For example, one expects Rossetti to align moral 

categories with certain conventional animal taxonomies. Laura and Lizzie are seemingly moral, 

feminine, domestic, and human; thus, one expects the speaker to compare them to so-called good 

animals, such as doves and sheep.2 In contrast, the goblins are seemingly immoral, masculine, 

wild or exotic, and possibly nonhuman—or at least some form of a hybrid. Therefore, one 

expects the speaker to liken them to so-called lesser or maybe even evil animals, like owls and 

ratels.3 But this is not the case because the speaker’s animal similes for the goblins and the sisters 

are eclectic and appear indiscriminate. With such incoherence one might, then, conclude that the 

poem is radically morally indeterminate; and yet, this reading seems peculiar or even erroneous 

given that the poem does have a strong moral sense that distinguishes between good and evil. 

Provided that the difference between good and evil cannot come from the conventional animal 

taxonomies that often produce a strong sense of moral differentiation, it must then come from 

something else. In what follows, I suggest that this poem presents moral dichotomies through 1) 

agency and 2) the structures of progressive and developmental temporality. This reading does not 

take one away from nonhuman animals because it is through assumed semiotics of nonhuman 

representation that “Goblin Market” works through these questions.  

Both Eliot’s and Rossetti’s writing expresses interest, care, and concern for nonhuman 

animals. For example, in Eliot’s Middlemarch, the narrator reflects on the importance of 

 
2 Northrop Frye argues that sheep are a central archetype of pastoral imagery, and that the dove “has traditionally 
represented the universal concord or love both of Venus and of the Christian Holy Spirit” (144). It is highly probable 
that Rossetti would have been familiar with these connotations, so it is reasonable for me to assume that doves 
symbolize goodness.  
3 In the Bible, owls and bats are unclean animals that should not be eaten (King James Bible, Deut. 14.12-18). 
Additionally, according to Greek mythology, Ascalaphus was punitively transformed by the goddess Demeter into 
an owl, which Ovid describes as an “evil bird” – “the vilest bird; a messenger of grief; / the lazy owl; sad omen to 
mankind” (Ovid Book V lines 487-571). 
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considering all life forms, including the squirrel’s heartbeat: “If we had a keen vision and feeling 

of all ordinary human life, it would be like hearing the grass grow and the squirrel’s heart beat” 

(Middlemarch 182). Similarly, Rossetti’s short poem “A Word for the Dumb” asks the reader to 

“spare all the harmless creatures of the earth” (line 7). Due to such poems and to Rossetti’s 

involvement in the antivivisectionist movement, it is evident that she is invested in the treatment 

of nonhuman animals. 4  

Moreover, recent critics who read “Goblin Market” through an ecocritical lens have tied 

Rossetti’s interest in the environment and nonhuman animals to her Tractarian beliefs, arguing 

that God’s grace extends to all life forms. Emma Mason suggests that Rossetti views the 

nonhuman world in an unusually egalitarian way. According to Mason, Rossetti saw nonhuman 

animals, including bugs, and humans as equals, and that nonhuman animals and humans alike are 

graced by God (122). She argues that “nonhuman life forms were always already graced because 

they lack the capacity for deliberate cruelty and so comprise a perfected nature that serves as an 

example of how to live” (Mason 4). I am not convinced that she sees nonhuman animals as equal 

to humans, but I find it conceivable that Rossetti believes that God graces all nonhuman life 

forms. Serena Trowbridge, for instance, maintains a hierarchy between humans and nonhumans 

as she analyzes Rossetti’s poetry through an ecotheological lens. She views “Rossetti’s 

preoccupation with nature as an early form of ecotheology, in which humanity is the guardian of 

the world as well as standing in metaphorical relation to it as a manifestation of God’s work” 

(76). This arrangement of God’s omnipotence and humanity’s responsibilities to nature is more 

plausible because it closely adheres to the Tractarian beliefs that Rossetti followed. Kelly 

 
4 Jed Mayer notes that Marsh “dates Rossetti’s involvement with vivisection to the Alfort controversy of 1863,” but 
a “letter from Christina to William Rossetti suggests that she knew of, and decried, the [cruelties practiced in French 
veterinary schools] as early as October 25, 1861” (217).  
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Sultzbach considers Rossetti’s “religious and feminist metaphors” to appreciate the significance 

of the environment more fully. Like Trowbridge, Sultzbach notes that “Rossetti doesn’t 

recognize non-humans as fully equal to humans,” but “she elevates their common cultural status 

by asserting that they too are worthy of spiritual reunion with God and due a protected share of 

nature’s yield for their own purposes” (43). Taken together, these readings highlight the 

significant ways that Rossetti’s religious beliefs shape her writing and interpretation of the 

natural world.  

In contrast to Eliot, critics dispute Rossetti’s acceptance of evolutionary theory. While 

Eliot’s letter to Barbara Bodichon clearly expresses her thoughts and reactions to Darwin’s 

Origin, there is no direct evidence to suggest that Rossetti read Origin. But Darwinian ideas were 

so widespread that they were nearly unavoidable (Burlinson 179). On one hand, John Holmes 

argues that Rossetti essentially denied Darwinism. In Darwin’s Bards: British and American 

Poetry in the Age of Evolution, a book centered on nineteenth-century poetry and Darwinism, 

Holmes claims that he will not include Rossetti’s poems in his analysis because she “saw 

Darwinism as a threat to be faced down though an affirmation of the incarnation of Christ and 

the truth of the revealed word” (23). On the other hand, Kathryn Burlinson contends that there is 

evidence of overlap between Darwin and Rossetti. In “‘Frogs and Fat Toads’: Christina Rossetti 

and the Significance of the Nonhuman,” she writes,  

It has been observed that Darwin retains a modified version of the Great Chain of Being 

in his system. His theory also insists on animal-human continuity—a perspective 

indubitable in Rossetti’s writings. Darwin states in The Descent of Man that ‘no-one with 

an unbiased mind can study any living creature, however humble, without being struck 

with enthusiasm at its marvellous structure and properties.’ Rossetti expresses similar 
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appreciation of ‘humble’ creatures throughout her poetry and prose. Both writers 

celebrate the human intellect, but both also think that sympathy with ‘lower’ animals is 

morally important…Such overlaps are hardly startling, though they illustrate that 

theological and scientific discourses are rarely absolutely separable. (Burlinson 179-181) 

Burlinson’s analysis does not focus on “Goblin Market,” but her observations apply to this poem, 

especially considering the many animal-human similes. While the speaker does not clearly depict 

sympathy with nonhuman animals, the speaker expresses “enthusiasm” and “appreciation” of all 

forms of life in the poem. Burlinson concedes that Rossetti’s Anglo-Catholic beliefs do “not 

allow her to see nature as amoral and purposeless, dependent upon chance rather than design” 

(181). Yet Burlinson’s analysis demonstrates that scientific theories and religious beliefs are not 

always at odds with each other.5 Following Burlinson, I aim to underscore points of overlap 

between Rossetti and Darwin; more specifically, I analyze the ways in which “Goblin Market” 

depicts the animal-human continuity and how it considers time, cyclicality, and progress.  

In this chapter, I focus, in particular, on the nonhuman animals in the poem to emphasize 

the ways in which Rossetti reimagines the liminal boundaries and close affinities between 

humans and nonhumans. Although Mason, Trowbridge, and Sultzbach consider the role of the 

nonhuman animal in the poem, it is not their sole focus; instead, their work prioritizes the 

environment. In an approach most similar to mine, Jed Mayer reads “Goblin Market” within an 

animal studies framework. That is, he centers nonhuman animals, and rather than studying the 

metaphorical uses of the animals, he reads them in a literal sense. In “‘Come Buy, Come Buy’: 

Christina Rossetti and the Victorian Animal Market,” he argues that the poem reflects Rossetti’s 

“increasing awareness” of the ways both women and nonhuman animals were being “objectified 

 
5 For more about Rossetti’s religious beliefs, see Elizabeth Ludlow’s Christina Rossetti and the Bible: Waiting with 
the Saints. 
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and commodified through the spectatorial” practices (Mayer 217). My reading of “Goblin 

Market” similarly prioritizes nonhuman animals, but I aim to view the menagerie of nonhuman 

animals on a literal and figurative level to more fully examine the complexity of both the poem 

and the animals as living beings.  

 

The Problem with Dichotomies 

 

In this section, I propose that Laura and Lizzie and the goblins have more in common 

than critics have previously acknowledged. While many recent Rossetti ecocritical critics have 

noted that the speaker compares the goblins to many nonhuman animals, two critics have 

astutely observed that Laura and Lizzie are also likened to nonhuman animals. On one hand, the 

goblins are like cats, rats, snails, wombats, ratels, doves, parrots, magpies, pigeons, and fishes 

(lines 340-347).6 On the other hand, Laura’s “gleaming neck” is “Like a rush-imbedded swan,” 

and her golden locks are “like the mane of horse in their flight” (lines 81, 82, 502). “Or,” the 

speaker continues, Laura is “like an eagle when she stems the light / … Or like a caged thing 

freed” (lines 503, 505). Together, Laura and Lizzie, are like bees and pigeons (lines 201, 185). 

Sultzbach notes this similarity, arguing that “Goblin Market” creates “a dizzying array of human-

like animals and animal-like humans” (49). For Sultzbach, this “dizzying array” demonstrates the 

fact that both humans and nonhuman animals “inhabit a single world in which all are dynamic 

 
6 In this list of nonhuman animals, the wombat is a striking example because wombats fascinated the Rossetti 
family. John Simons, in Rossetti’s Wombat, details how the family frequented the zoo; Dante Gabriel brought his 
friends on walks through the zoo specifically to see the wombats. In a letter dated August 18, 1858, Christina 
described a time when “the blind wombat and the neighbouring porcupine broke forth into short-lived hostilities, but 
apparently without permanent results” (Simons 56). The wombat became popular among pre-Raphaelite circles, yet 
it was most frequently associated with Dante Gabriel because he created art featuring the wombat and even kept a 
wombat, named Top, as a pet. On a figurative level, the wombat symbolically represents the connected world, 
fostering questions of difference.  
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players in life’s tragedies and triumphs.” Mayer makes a similar observation: he writes that the 

poem “employs a dazzling variety of animal figures in ways that often seem contradictory” 

(221).  

For Mayer, Laura is “described as being of the same animal substance” as the goblins 

because of her swan-like neck and the fact that the goblins sound like doves. While this point of 

overlap is important, the goblins and the sisters share more in common because the speaker uses 

some of the same animal similes to describe them. That is, they are all like pigeons. Therefore, 

the goblins and the sisters do not just share the “same animal substance,” but they are like the 

same exact animal.7 “Goblin Market,” then, does not present the goblins and the sisters as 

separate and distinct. Rather than viewing the goblins as human-animal hybrids and Laura and 

Lizzie as human characters, I suggest that they are all speaking creatures that are both humanistic 

and animalistic. Moreover, this example is particularly telling because the word “pigeon” falls on 

both sides of the dichotomy, thereby disrupting coherent moral taxonomies that are frequently 

associated with animal taxonomies, and pigeon-ness itself is incoherent.  

 
7 Sarah Amato explains that Victorians of all social classes kept pigeons as pets, most often in outdoor aviaries (31). 
They believed bird keeping was a “morally elevating practice”; in fact, popular magazine columns suggested that 
pigeons (and fowls) made great pets for middle-class girls (28, 31). While nearly any bird could be considered 
fancy, pigeons were less sought after than other birds such as canaries; indeed, they were sometimes food (54-55). 
There were also pigeon societies—the Columbarian Society, founded in 1750, was the most famous—that held 
shows where pigeon keepers would compete for prizes and prestige (49). Alongside pedestrian pet keeping 
practices, pigeons were important to Darwin’s studies. Barbara Gates notes that Darwin kept ninety pigeons at one 
time, “working to breed them, observe their variations, and establish that they might have come from a common 
wild ancestor, the rock dove” (544). This is not to say that the mention of pigeons in “Goblin Market” has anything 
to do with the fact that Darwin chose to explain artificial selection through the analogy of pigeons; rather, it is useful 
to note that pigeons were popular birds among fanciers, naturalists, and others. James Secord in “Nature’s Fancy: 
Charles Darwin and the Breeding of Pigeons” explains that “By demonstrating the existence of the smallest 
differences in creatures that looked identical to the untrained observer, [Darwin] hoped to show his readers that wild 
nature could be seen with the practiced eye of a pigeon fancier” (164). From a religious perspective that Rossetti is 
arguably more familiar with than Darwin’s studies, pigeons are often used as sacrifices in the Bible. One poignant 
example of this comes from Luke 2:24: “and to offer a sacrifice according to what was said in the Law of the Lord, a 
pair of turtledoves or two young pigeons” (King James Bible, Luke 2.24). 
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The poem’s frequent use of similes, including the pigeon similes, creates confusion 

between what differences exist between the tenor and the vehicle as well as raises questions 

about the essence of the tenor. According to Emily Bernhard-Jackson, “Simile is perhaps the 

most unclear of all rhetorical devices” because it requires “readers [to] understand an object or 

experience through another object or experience” (462). To that end, she explains that simile 

does not reveal an essence; rather, one thing is best understood through another thing; and as a 

result, the simile relies on duality because “the tenor can only be fully understood when paired 

with the vehicle, while simultaneously the vehicle only becomes relevant when paired with the 

tenor.” In the first example of the pigeon simile, the reader is not given any clarity on the essence 

of the goblins, and the pigeons are only relevant because of the goblins. In other words, the 

question arises, what does it mean to be like a pigeon? And concurrently, what does it mean to be 

like a goblin? The pigeon simile first appears when Lizzie approaches the glen in hopes of saving 

her sister. Once the goblins catch sight of Lizzie, the speaker describes the goblins in the 

following way:  

Cat-like and rat-like, 

Ratel- and wombat-like, 

Snail-paced in a hurry, 

Parrot-voiced and whistler, 

Helter skelter, hurry skurry, 

Chattering like magpies, 

Fluttering like pigeons, 

Gliding like fishes. (lines 340-347) 
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It is easy to overlook the inclusion of pigeons because of the vast array of nonhuman animals 

referenced here. The obfuscation seems intentional, leaving the reader to wonder what the 

goblins truly look like and what type of creature they are. Can the goblins fly like birds, or swim 

like fishes, or attack prey like ratels? Or all the above? Such confusion allows the reader to 

generalize that the goblins are animal-like. But in paying close attention to the animal imagery, 

one can begin to see the complexity between human and nonhuman relationships expressed here 

and throughout the poem. Perhaps this is the point: the overload of similes and metaphors 

muddles the distinction between species to question what differences, if any, exist between them. 

In the case of the goblins who might be nonhuman animals, this literary device poses a particular 

difficulty because readers are unable to conceive what it means to be like either a goblin or a 

given animal, such as a snail or a pigeon. Concurrently, the abundance of animal similes and 

metaphors is perhaps a parody of scientific nomenclature and classification. For Rossetti, all 

these living beings are God’s creations, so it is of little consequence to her whether the wombat 

and the ratel descend from a common ancestor.  

Although the speaker does not use the word “pigeon” until line 346, earlier in the poem 

the speaker notes that the goblins sound like doves. Because the only difference that exists 

between doves and pigeons is its usage in the English language, then, arguably the pigeon 

comparison appears earlier.8 The following lines detail when Laura first heard the goblins:  

She heard a voice like voice of doves  

Cooing all together:  

 
8 Pigeons and doves belong to the same family, Columbidae, and on the level of species, there is no scientific 
difference between these birds. In common English usage, doves are smaller than pigeons. But this distinction is 
inconsistent and, moreover, it does not appear in most other languages. The Oxford English Dictionary explains that 
in recent usage foreign species of the Columbidae family are called “pigeons” while the term “doves” is only used 
for those birds that resemble turtle-doves (“dove”). The Oxford English Dictionary also notes that the dove is an 
important Christian symbol, denoting gentleness and harmlessness. Figuratively, pigeons often represent a naïve or 
gullible person (“pigeon”).  
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They sounded kind and full of loves 

In the pleasant weather. (lines 77-80) 

This simile disrupts the dichotomy because one might expect the allegedly immoral goblins to 

sound like pigeons, not doves. Despite the lack of scientific differentiation between pigeons and 

doves, in the colloquial sense, doves have a superior reputation to pigeons. If the goblins are like 

both doves and pigeons, the implication then is that these creatures are complex and multi-

dimensional. Perhaps whether the goblins are like doves or pigeons depends on who sees them—

to Laura, they are doves, and to Lizzie, they are pigeons—but this uniformity does not hold 

because both sisters see them as being like cats, rats, snails, wombats, and ratels. At the same 

time, however, in light of the playful end rhymes, it is striking that despite the discernible 

differences between the multitude of nonhuman animals to which the goblins are likened, they 

have one voice. On a broader level, this single voice might represent the belief that animals are a 

collective rather than individuals, or it might call attention to an inherent human limitation where 

Laura can only hear one voice even if there are in fact multiple voices.    

Nevertheless, the pairing of doves and pigeons suggests that the goblins have both a 

positive and negative presentation. One can also see the goblins’ contradictory portrayals in the 

fact that they are like placid animals (cats and snails) as well as ferocious ones (ratels and 

wombats). The goblins, therefore, have dynamic qualities and temperaments. From a different 

perspective, Mayer argues that “This curious menagerie mingles the domestic with the exotic, 

likening the strange creatures to familiar animals such as cats and rats, while marking their 

foreign status by comparing their physiology to the Australian wombat and South African ratel” 

(214). Thus, a doubling effect is present: the goblins are domestic and foreign; peaceful and 

violent; like and unlike.  
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Through simile, the speaker also describes Laura and Lizzie as pigeons as they are “Like 

two pigeons in one nest” (line 185). The complete stanza reveals that nature seems to protect the 

sisters, depicting a symbiotic relationship between the sisters, nonhuman animals, and nature. 

The speaker writes,  

Golden head by golden head, 

Like two pigeons in one nest 

Folded in each other’s wings, 

They lay down in their curtained bed: 

Like two blossoms on one stem, 

Like two flakes of new-fallen snow, 

Like two wands of ivory 

Tipped with gold for awful kings. 

Moon and stars gazed in at them, 

Wind sang to them lullaby, 

Lumbering owls forbore to fly, 

Not a bat flapped to and fro 

Round their rest: 

Cheek to cheek and breast to breast 

Locked together in one nest. (lines 184-198)  

In the absence of the goblins, there is not a threat of violence. The bats and owls described here 

are surprisingly not monstrous; they not only protect the sleeping sisters, but also through 

association the sisters are like the bats and owls. In following the norms of semiotic nonhuman 

representation, one expects the speaker to describe the sisters as doves instead of pigeons for it is 
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doves that should be “Folded in each other’s wings” (line 186). However, the speaker inverts 

these expectations and reveals that the sisters are complex beings, as in they are not only like 

allegedly peaceful creatures, such as swans, but they are also like malevolent ones.9 This duality 

further links Laura and Lizzie to the goblins.    

Moreover, the sisters are arguably wild or exotic like the goblins. Beyond their 

resemblance to nonhuman animals, Laura and Lizzie are “Like two blossoms on one stem, / Like 

two flakes of new-fallen snow, / Like two wands of ivory” (lines 188-190). While the precision 

of the sisters’ two-ness differs significantly from the mass of goblins,10 what unites the goblins 

and the sisters is the simile that compares Laura and Lizzie to “two wands of ivory” because like 

wombats and ratels, ivory is not native to Great Britain. Here, the speaker marks the sisters as 

exotic or foreign in an illusory manner. The speaker alludes to the exploitative ivory trade, but 

taken as a whole, the poem does not posit a definitive ethical stance on either the animal trade 

that brought wombats and ratels to Great Britain or the ivory trade. However, Mayer asserts that 

“Given the poem’s rich interplay of animal images and interspecies connections, as well as the 

poet’s own interest in exotic animals and in animal welfare…I would argue that the poem 

addresses the ethical issues raised by an exotic animal trade” (226). Mayer reads the market itself 

as a form of “exploitative consumerism” that “can make people into animals and animals into 

objects,” and in this sense, the poem “marks an early stage of [Rossetti’s] growing awareness of 

the vulnerability of animal bodies to exploitation” (227). Yet, in the line directly following the 

mention of ivory, the speaker describes the kings as “awful” (line 191). The word “awful” has 

 
9 Swans, according to the OED, are “characterized by a long and gracefully curved neck and a majestic motion while 
swimming” (“swan, n.”). The OED also notes that in classic mythology, the swan was sacred to Apollo and Venus. 
Furthermore, in figurative uses, the pure white swan is seen as faultless and excellent. Taken together, swans have 
positive connotations.  
10 Notably, the goblins are more like the pet rabbits in The Mill than they are like Yap. That is, the goblins are 
unnamed, and it is unknown how many of them exist.  
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two definitions: it means either awe-inspiring or undesirable, bad (“awful, adj. and adv.”). So, it 

is unclear whether the poem takes an ethical stance against the animal trade: it could be either a 

feat of ingenuity or a nefarious endeavor. Nonetheless, the inclusion of ivory in the poem also 

functions in a similar way to the conflation of the pigeon and dove: for Laura and Lizzie, within 

the coherent self, an internal alterity exists. The ivory shows that their “golden head[s]” do not 

offer a complete picture, and an internal otherness or different-ness complicates what it means 

for the sisters to be alive.  

The speaker further delineates the goblins’ and the sisters’ otherness by the fact that they 

all live in homogenous communities, which one could view as athwart from standard Victorian 

families. Unlike the Tullivers, Wakems, Guests, and Deanes in The Mill, the characters in 

“Goblin Market” do not live in a heteronormative family setting. As critics have noted, the poem 

reads more like a fairytale than a work of realism (Watson 61). Yet, within Rossetti’s imagined 

world, the bifurcation of genders has strong implications for what differentiates the goblin 

brothers from the sisters and what unites them. In the beginning of the poem, the speaker refers 

to the goblins as goblins and as goblin men, and it is not until the fourth stanza that the speaker 

calls them brothers. Here, the speaker repeats the word “brother” four times, emphasizing a 

lateral relationship among them:  

Leering at each other, 

 Brother with queer brother; 

 Signalling each other, 

 Brother with sly brother. (lines 93-96)  

In addition to the repetition of “brother,” the words “queer” and “sly” stand out. Of course, the 

goblins are “sly” as they coerce Laura and Lizzie to eat their fruit, but the word choice of 
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“queer” is unexpected. It raises the question: what exactly makes them queer? Two chief reasons 

are that 1) their physical features, namely that they look and act like a host of nonhuman animals, 

and 2) that they live in a glen with only other males, thereby creating a homosocial environment. 

Although, according to the Oxford English Dictionary, the word “queer” was not associated with 

homosexuality until 1894, I use it here to denote a practice that, according to Victorian norms, 

would have been strange and odd (“queer, adj. 1.”). In other words, it is strange that the goblins 

live exclusively with their goblin brothers.  

Likewise, Laura and Lizzie live on their own in a habitat that seems self-sustaining and 

isolated. There is likely a farm nearby because the sisters “Fetched in honey, milked the cows” 

(line 203). Aside from Jeanie, the only other individuals referenced are family members in the 

final stanza: Laura and Lizzie are “wives / With children of their own” (lines 544-545). While 

being a wife and a mother typically involves a husband and a father, the choice to not include 

these male figures in the poem shows that the bond between sisters—and by extension, 

women—deserves attention. To that end, the speaker concludes, “For there is no friend like a 

sister” (line 562). The poem’s emphasis on brotherly and sisterly relationships suggests that these 

lateral family bonds shape one’s perspective and future more than one’s parents. Further to this 

point, the speaker does not give Laura and Lizzie a last name. The speaker values the sisters’ 

(and the brothers’) lateral relationship over any hierarchical relationship. 

The points of overlap between the goblins and Laura and Lizzie—their pigeon-ness, 

wildness, and homogenous home environments—demonstrate that these creatures are not 

opposites. Therefore, the sisters are like goblins, and the goblins are like the sisters; or, in other 

words, as Mayer puts it, they are of the “same animal substance” (221). And more broadly, these 

similarities reveal that several of the poem’s dichotomies break down. However, the sisters and 



 72 

the goblins are not the same—that is, the poem upholds particular dichotomies between the 

sisters and the goblins to maintain moral taxonomies. 

 

The Preservation of Dichotomies and Morality 

 

As I have shown, “Goblin Market” does not align moral taxonomies with certain 

conventional animal taxonomies. Yet the poem is not radically morally indeterminate given that 

it clearly upholds a system of values. Since the animal imagery does not produce moral 

differentiation, it must then be something else. I argue that the dichotomies of agency and the 

implication in structures of progressive and developmental temporality preserve moral 

taxonomies in the poem. By progressive and development temporality, I invoke Darwin’s theory 

of progress occurring through evolution over long epochs. In what follows, I show that the sisters 

have the autonomy to make choices while the goblins lack agency, and the sisters’ lives are 

governed by time and progress while the goblins exist in an atemporal world.  

In the poem, the speaker presents Laura and Lizzie with temptations and choices. Despite 

Lizzie’s warnings, the goblins’ sweet cries—“Come buy our orchard fruits / Come buy, come 

buy”—tempt Laura, and she chooses to visit them (lines 3-4). Prior to meeting the goblins, the 

speaker expresses that “Laura stared but did not stir, Longed but had no money” for the fruits, 

suggesting that she has some self-restraint (lines 105-106). Put simply, Laura has the ability to 

forego her desires. But this restraint is ephemeral as she soon after devours the goblins’ fruit. It is 

noteworthy that when Laura imbibes the fruit, she is the subject, which shows that the goblins 

did not force this upon her. Rather, the rhetoric suggests that she makes this decision: “She 

clipped a precious golden lock,” “She sucked and sucked and sucked the more,” and “[S]he 
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turned home alone” (lines 126, 134, 140, emphasis added). In a literal interpretation, 

notwithstanding the religious and sexual overtones, these lines highlight that Laura, like all 

humankind, has free-will.11 Later, once Laura falls ill and is near death, Lizzie chooses to seek 

out the goblins in hopes of curing her sister. Regarding Laura’s decision, the speaker writes, “Till 

Laura dwindling / Seemed knocking at Death’s door: / Then Lizzie weighed no more” (lines 

320-322). The word choice of “weighed” reveals that Laura makes a conscientious choice in that 

she could have decided to neither help her sister nor seek out the goblins. Lizzie’s visit with the 

goblins is vastly different than Laura’s because her motivation is to save Laura, thereby taking 

on a Christ-like role. In this way, Laura has a strong sense of morality. Her refusal to speak when 

she is with the goblins—“uttered not a word; / Would not open lip from lip”—depicts her agency 

as well (lines 430-431). Even as the goblins “cuffed and caught her, / coaxed and fought her” she 

resists their wrath (lines 424-425). Taken together, it is evident that Lizzie and Laura are 

autonomous, sentient beings, and Laura (more so than Lizzie) is a fallible being who is 

susceptible to giving into temptation.  

If agency is exclusive to humanity and the goblins are not fully human, then one might 

assume that the goblins lack agency.12 But my reading of the sisters’ agency does not hinge on 

 
11 See Victoria Coulson’s “Redemption and Representation in Goblin Market: Christina Rossetti and the Salvific 
Signifier” and Victor Mendoza’s “‘Come Buy’: The Crossing of Sexual and Consumer Desire in Christina Rossetti’s 
Goblin Market” for detailed sexual, religious, and economic readings of the poem.  
12 While philosophers such as Immanuel Kant have argued that only humans have moral standing, it is more likely 
that Rossetti would have been familiar with Saint Thomas Aquinas’ views on nonhuman animals. In Summa 
Theologica, Aquinas posits that it is not a sin to kill a plant or an animal because it is being used for its purpose. 
More specifically, he writes, “According to the Divine ordinance the life of animals and plants is preserved not for 
themselves but for man. Hence, as Augustine says (De Civ. Dei i, 20), ‘by a most just ordinance of the Creator, both 
their life and their death are subject to our use.’…Dumb animals and plants are devoid of the life of reason whereby 
to set themselves in motion; they are moved, as it were by another, by a kind of natural impulse, a sign of which is 
that they are naturally enslaved and accommodated to the uses of others…He that kills another's ox, sins, not 
through killing the ox, but through injuring another man in his property. Wherefore this is not a species of the sin of 
murder but of the sin of theft or robbery” (Aquinas 1954). According to Aquinas, animals act impulsively, not by 
thought or reason. It is unclear whether Rossetti believes nonhuman animals have agency but based on her work 
with the antivivisection movement she would likely believe that animals are not merely fodder for humans.  
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their human or nonhuman state; and furthermore, the speaker in what one might consider 

anthropomorphism suggests that other beings might also have agency. That is, the speaker writes 

that the “Lumbering owls forbore to fly,” suggesting that the owls make the decision to stay put 

(line 194). In this example, flying is ostensibly a choice rather than an automatic response. The 

verb “forbore” is similar to the way in which Darwin uses the verb “choose” when he explains 

that male birds choose females to be their sexual mates, suggesting that the owls and birds have a 

semblance of agency.13 Yet it is unlikely that either Darwin or the Rossetti presume that 

nonhuman animals have volition. By and large, “Goblin Market” does not grant nonhuman 

animals agency, although it cares about their lives and their status in the world. I argue that the 

goblins lack agency, but they do not act merely out of impulse. For instance, when Lizzie visits 

the goblins and she refuses to “sit” and “feast” with them, they react in an understandably angry 

manner:  

They began to scratch their pates, 

No longer wagging, purring, 

But visibly demurring, 

Grunting and snarling. 

One called her proud, 

Cross-grained, uncivil; 

Their tones waxed loud, 

Their looks were evil. 

Lashing their tails 

They trod and hustled her, 

 
13 In the introduction to this thesis. I discussed Darwin’s explanation of the process of sexual selection in which 
male birds, for instance, choose their sexual partners. See page 12.  
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Elbowed and jostled her, 

Clawed with their nails, 

Barking, mewing, hissing, mocking, 

Tore her gown and soiled her stocking, 

Twitch’d her hair out by the roots, 

Stamp’d upon her tender feet, 

Held her hands and squeezed their fruits 

Against her mouth to make her eat. (lines 390-407) 

Here, the goblins’ actions are violent: “demurring,” “grunting,” “snarling,” and “Barking, 

mewing, hissing, mocking,” but it is not gratuitous violence because Lizzie’s actions provoked 

this response. So, like a ratel reacting to prey or an intruder, the goblins are moved by anger and 

act according to their goblin nature, that is, not like doves. It is therefore expected that the 

speaker writes, “Their looks were evil” (line 397). At the same time, however, it is curious that 

the goblins call Lizzie “uncivil,” which once again bridges the gap between the sisters and the 

goblins (line 395). What is even more significant is the fact that in this example and throughout 

the poem, the goblins do not make decisions. Unlike Lizzie, they do not “weigh” right from 

wrong; unlike Laura, they do not give into temptation. If agency is exclusive to the sisters, as I 

have argued, then only Laura and Lizzie are morally responsible for the choices they make. 

Following this reasoning, then, the goblins do not make choices and thus cannot be either 

immoral or moral.  

For Rossetti, issues of agency are implicated within time because to make a choice 

requires a before and an after. Temporality and atemporality are important themes of the poem. 

Unlike in Darwin’s Origin and Eliot’s The Mill, progress and development are not of the utmost 
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importance in “Goblin Market”; rather, forgiveness, love, and cooperation are paramount. In The 

Mill, time is linear, proceeding “step by step,” as Eliot puts it in her letter to Bodichon, and ends 

in catastrophe. In contrast, “Goblin Market” time is inconsistent. According to Jennifer MacLure, 

“Laura and Lizzie live in a bubble of natural, cyclical time, seemingly cut off from any outside 

world” (156). However, even if Laura and Lizzie are isolated, I suggest that the poem depicts the 

pair living in a world governed by cyclicality along with glimpses of progress.  

 The poem from the sisters’ perspective can be divided into three distinct phases: 1) the 

time before the sisters met the goblins (when the goblins existed only as folklore); 2) the time 

immediately after Laura ate their fruits and fell ill; and 3) the time after Lizzie visited the goblins 

and saved Laura by giving her the antidote.14 Although the sisters’ lives seem to fit into this 

orderly schema, the word “if” in the conclusion implies that neither the sisters nor their children 

are immune from repeating the same mistakes:  

  For there is no friend like a sister 

In calm or stormy weather; 

To cheer one on the tedious way, 

To fetch one if one goes astray, 

To lift one if one totters down. (lines 562-565) 

This uncertainty underscores anxieties about new ways of thinking about humanity’s relationship 

to its history and to its future. But there is also a hint of progress and development in the final 

stanza because Laura and Lizzie have matured into mothers and wives, suggesting that they have 

the characteristics and knowledge required to live long enough to reproduce, unlike Maggie and 

 
14 Simon Humphries argues that the double power of the fruit, both poison and antidote, is a synecdoche that 
represents the double power of almost all things in the world. He suggests that this doubleness is evident in the 
sacrament as well as in the world as a whole (395). His reading of “Goblin Market” drew my attention to the 
complex dualities in the poem.  
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Tom Tulliver. Laura and Lizzie’s maturity also marks that despite their past mistakes and 

inevitable future mistakes, they can discern good from evil.  

As the final stanza depicts cyclicality within family structures, it also intimates that Laura 

and Lizzie will perish at some point in the future. Death first becomes a reality for the sisters 

when Lizzie references Jeanie, cautioning Laura against visiting the perilous goblins:  

Do you not remember Jeanie, 

How she met them in the moonlight, 

Took their gifts both choice and many, 

Ate their fruits and wore their flowers 

Plucked from bowers 

Where summer ripens at all hours? 

But ever in the noonlight 

She pined and pined away; 

Sought them by night and day, 

Found them no more, but dwindled and grew grey; 

Then fell with the first snow, 

While to this day no grass will grow 

Where she lies low: 

I planted daisies there a year ago 

That never blow. (lines 146-160) 

In a literal sense, Jeanie is a harbinger of Laura’s demise, and of equal importance, she is a 

symbol of death. Notably, Jeanie is incompatible with nature as neither grass nor daisies grow 

above her body. In contrast, as I discussed in the first chapter, although Philip Wakem is queer 
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and disabled, he is compatible with the natural world. Perhaps the goblins taint Jeanie’s 

innocence and purity in an irredeemable manner. Thus, the natural world rejects Jeanie while it 

protects Laura and Lizzie (and Philip) even after Laura repeats Jeanie’s mistake. But this reading 

indicates that the world is morally indeterminate, and, from Rossetti’s perspective, God designed 

(and eternally continues to design) the natural world, so it cannot be morally indeterminate. To 

resolve this contradiction, I reason that the difference between Laura and Jeanie lies in the fact 

that Laura has Lizzie to support her. This sisterly support is arguably a mark of progress; life is 

not entirely cyclical. Moreover, this sense of togetherness connects to Rossetti’s work at the 

Highgate Penitentiary, and it is in sharp contrast to Darwin’s view of progress via competition.15  

As time governs the sisters’ lives, the goblins exist in an atemporal world. There is no 

beginning, middle, or end for them as they seem to be always already living in the glen. 

Although the speaker mentions that there are goblin men in another town, this information does 

not aid in better understanding the goblins as beings in relation to time (line 101). When the 

speaker writes about the goblins, there are seldom any words related to time, but there are a few 

exceptions. The speaker uses the phrase “hurry skurry” to describe one goblin (line 76). This 

phrase means a confused rush; so, perhaps this goblin wants to see Laura quickly. Yet to be in a 

rush is markedly different from being aware of one’s finite life. Another time-related word 

appears in line 104: “‘Come buy, come buy’ was still their cry” (emphasis added). Here, the 

word “still” seems to apply more to Laura who was able to hear the goblins than to the goblins 

themselves. Thus, if the goblins continually do the same thing, then perhaps they lack awareness 

of death, or it is not a possibility for them.  

 
15 See Jan Marsh’s Christina Rossetti: A Literary Biography, especially Chapter Sixteen, for more information about 
Rossetti’s work with prostitutes at Highgate Penitentiary.  
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To that end, the poem insinuates that the goblins will always be in the glen, ready to 

proffer their fruit. In the goblins’ atemporal world, cyclical seasons do not pertain to them 

because their amalgamation of fruit cannot all be fresh and in season at the same time. For 

instance, apples and cranberries are not in season in the summer even though the poem claims 

that these fruits are “All ripe together / In summer weather” (lines 15-16). Richard Menke 

suggests that the list of fruits might be entirely fantastical. He explains that in the spring of 1859, 

when Rossetti wrote “Goblin Market,” there was a particularly harsh winter, resulting in a 

scarcity of new fruit crops (Menke 109). He writes, “If the inventory of fruit in ‘Goblin Market’ 

seems dreamlike in its intense physicality, the reasons for this paradox may in fact be 

legitimately historical: at the time the poem was written, fresh fruit would indeed have been 

largely the stuff of fantasy.” If fresh fruit in “Goblin Market” is indeed a fantasy, then the 

structures and limits of time are also a fantasy for the goblins.  

The ambiguous depiction of time in the poem reflects the fact that concepts of time were 

under radical revision during this period. In the introduction to Victorian Time: Technologies, 

Standardizations, Catastrophes, Trish Ferguson explains that scientific advancements compelled 

Victorians to reconsider their relationship to the past and to the future. Ferguson describes the 

drastic shift as follows: 

For many the theory of evolution undermined Creationism and as a result, as Richard D. 

Altick notes, ‘the human imagination had to adjust itself to staggering new concepts of 

time,’ which ‘profoundly affected the Victorians’ view of their own place in the cosmic 

sequence.’ Also contributing to this chastened outlook was William Thompson’s Second 

Law of Thermodynamics, which, in 1852, predicted a time when the earth would no 

longer be habitable. New anxieties about the future emerged in this new world of 
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temporal uncertainty and, as a result, literature of the era reflects radical new ways of 

thinking about time. (1-2) 

Such anxieties are reflected in “Goblin Market,” as Rossetti presumably considers emerging 

theories about the relationship of humans and nonhuman animals to their place in the world. 

Furthermore, in the poem, the cyclical nature of family is a source of comfort when one is 

confronted by the possibility that the earth might cease to exist. 

In a recent article, titled “After Death: Christina Rossetti’s Timescales of Catastrophe,” 

Nathan Hensley studies temporality in Rossetti’s later works. He explores the ways in which 

Rossetti’s treatment of temporal scale, poetic form, and apocalypse can serve as a model of 

thinking through the current and ongoing climate disaster (“After Death” 400). Specifically, he 

argues that Rossetti’s writing and poetry “imagines the apocalyptic outcome…at both human and 

nonhuman scales” (412). While it is possible to read the conclusion of “Goblin Market” as an 

apocalypse in which the speaker reveals the hidden truth of the importance of sisterly bonds, I 

focus on Hensley’s fruitful explanation of the way that Rossetti thinks through Saint Augustine’s 

concept of time. In the quote below, Hensley cites Rossetti’s The Face of the Deep: A Devotional 

Commentary on the Apocalypse (1892), in which she reflects on the theological ontological 

problem of whether God is inside or outside of temporality. He writes:  

God, [Rossetti] writes [in The Face of the Deep], is “[a]ntecedent to creatures, antecedent 

to time, [and] is revealed to our finite conception by ‘was.’...We creatures of time, who 

might instinctively have written ‘was—is—to come,’ are thus helped, not indeed to 

understand, but to adore the inconceivable, eternal, absolute Unchangeableness of God. 

We run a course, not he.”…What Rossetti explains is that human language, composed of 

verb tenses comprehending the past, present, and future, are mismatched fundamentally 
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with the fact of a divine or universal temporality, which is, she paradoxically states, 

‘antecedent to time.’ (“After Death” 408) 

Here, the concept of time is not tied to scientific theories. For Rossetti, language, not the theory 

of evolution, prompts uncertainty about one’s relation to the natural world and to God. As 

Hensley suggests, Rossetti follows Augustine’s commitment to thinking about time as a 

philosophical, theological, conceptual, and linguistic problem. He continues by explaining the 

fact that Rossetti “reanimates an ancient problem in Christian theology” and through her poetry, 

she gives “linguistic shape to a time beyond time:”  

No syntax can unfold except in time, and Augustine here anticipates Rossetti to 

comprehend a problem of theological ontology—is God inside or outside the category of 

temporality—as a linguistic and indeed poetic problem. The point is that Augustine raises 

a philosophical meditation on the problem that Rossetti would polish into the very crystal 

of a poetic project…in Rossetti’s hands, measured verse becomes the most flexible and 

appropriate medium for sharpening this irresolvable paradox to its crisis. (“After Death” 

408) 

While Hensley goes on to suggest that Rossetti’s later poems, such as “Time Lengthening” and 

“Hear What the Mournful Linnets Say,” offer possible solutions to the paradox, I suggest that 

Rossetti also explores the implications of this paradox in “Goblin Market.”  

For example, lines such as “Those long pleasant days long gone / of not returning time” 

and “Is it death or is it life? / “Life out of death” reflect the possibility of a “time beyond time” 

(lines 550-551, 523-524). Specifically, as I have suggested, Laura and Lizzie, in Rossetti’s terms, 

are “creatures of time” (Rossetti qtd. in Hensley, “After Death” 408). For them, “Days, weeks, 

months, years” matter because their lives are finite (line 543). Meanwhile the goblins exist in an 
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atemporal world; in an eerie way, they are like God or, at least, are some type of supernatural 

beings because they exist outside of the structures of time.  

This temporal dichotomy between the sisters and the goblins brings to light the view that 

the inevitability of death gives meaning to life, thereby providing structure and purpose to the 

way one ought to live. In other words, the finite nature of life for the sisters instills morality. The 

looming threat of death gives meaning to Laura and Lizzie’s lives, and furthermore, it compels 

them to act in their own best interest (most of the time) and in the best interest of each other. In 

contrast, the goblins seem to exist in an immoral and immortal world. As a result, the dichotomy 

between temporality and atemporality preserves a sense of moral differentiation between the 

sisters and the goblins.  

In “Goblin Market,” dichotomies at first appear to make moral decisions easy: one should 

stay away from the night, goblins, ratels, owls, and the wild glen; one should remain in one’s 

nest and be dove-like. But as the poem shows, these dichotomies fall apart in surprising ways, 

even making one question the dichotomous relationship between right and wrong. In the final 

stanza, however, the speaker firmly positions Laura and Lizzie as virtuous and the goblins as 

evil, as one expects:  

Days, weeks, months, years 

Afterwards, when both were wives 

With children of their own; 

Their mother-hearts beset with fears, 

Their lives bound up in tender lives; 

Laura would call the little ones 

And tell them of her early prime, 
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Those pleasant days long gone 

Of not-returning time. (lines 543-551) 

Within the poem, all living beings—humans, nonhuman animals, and hybrids thereof—are 

interdependent and “bound up in tender lives” (line 547). Consequently, it is easy for those who 

are restricted by temporal existence to go “astray” when tempted by the arguably never-ending 

wickedness of those who are unrestricted by time. Although the struggle to maintain virtue and 

morality is also never-ending, the speaker suggests that love and cooperation give temporal 

agents an advantage. The poem’s representation of nonhuman animals envisions a radically un-

Darwinian approach to progress and development. With love and cooperation, progress wins.  
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