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Introduction 

In The Mill on the Floss, by George Eliot, we are told the story of a young girl who leads a 

very troublesome life filled with passionate emotions and unfair treatment in a time where the 

position of a young girl in society is problematic. We also encounter the Roma people, who 

were victims of persecution and segregation; they were a symbol of the unknown, the 

“Other”. They will be referred to as Rom (singular) or Roma (plural) in this essay, the 

exception being quotes and titles of works that use the word Gypsy or Gypsies. Although the 

labels Rom and Roma are not as recognizable as the former two and do not occur in many of 

the works cited in this paper, it is crucial to realize the stigmata attached to them. They are 

still words that hold strong prejudice and misconceptions, the major one being the suspicion 

that the Roma derived from Egypt, hence the name Gypsy. What is comprehended as an 

accurate word to describe someone can function to marginalize and demean “the others”. 

Stigmatized words function as a means to separate people from others, to confirm their 

identity and others in relation.  

According to the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR), the 

Roma came from India and arrived in Europe in the fourteenth and the fifteenth centuries. 

They were greeted with suspicion, hostility and fright. All through Western Europe there were 

laws created to try and control these nomadic people. They were driven out of numerous 

countries and rumors began to form about them being carriers of the plague, spies for other 

countries, thieves, exercisers of witchcraft and kidnappers of young children. In the 

Netherlands and Switzerland people put together hunts for the Roma; there was even a 

profession of Rom-hunter introduced. The Roma, with their vagabond life-style, were 

frequently used in various plays and works of literature. Judith Okely explains how they 

brought a sense of mystique and romantic adventure that people found intriguing. The 

freedom in having no restrictions to keep one forced to stay in one place, along with the thrill 
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of not knowing what the next day would bring, was exciting. But there was also the notion of 

fear and distrust connected to them; several rumors surrounded them; they were said to be 

criminals and liars who could not be trusted. Nobody could control them, they moved as they 

pleased and refused to adapt to the rules of society. People found them intriguing and 

repulsive at the same time. Through them, people could live out their own inner fantasies of 

adventure, sensuality and mystique, but the polar emotions of hate and fear was also present, 

in the numerous stereotypes that emerged about them (202).  

Maggie, the protagonist in The Mill on the Floss, is on numerous occasions described 

like a Rom. The members of her family have light complexion, light hair and eyes. She, on 

the contrary, has dark skin, black hair and dark eyes. It is not only her appearance that evokes 

the likeness to the Roma, but her manners as well, which are far from appropriate. She is 

compared to her brother Tom, who has the advantage of being a boy and is courteous, and her 

cousin Lucy who is her polar opposite; she is fair-skinned and well-mannered; the ideal young 

girl of that era. Maggie’s life is filled with hardship; her family loses the ownership of their 

mill to Mr. Wakem and they are forced to sell most of their valuable possessions, which is 

overwhelming for her mother who becomes indifferent and depressed. Her father is forced to 

work for Mr. Wakem, which causes him to grow increasingly bitter over time. Maggie 

becomes submissive in order to please and ease the burden on her parents. She begins having 

secret meetings with Philip Wakem, the son of her father’s worst enemy, where they discuss 

music and art, the things of most value in her life. Philip has, due to a deformity on his back, 

also been the subject of cruel treatment by people. His friendly intentions soon turn into love 

for her, and she is confused how to respond to this. When Tom learns about their secret 

meetings he is furious and confronts her. Her dear father turns ill and eventually dies, which is 

devastating for Maggie; she loses her only ally in the family. Tom is now the head of the 

family and he declares that Maggie should answer to him. Maggie’s troubles with the male 
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inhabitants does not end at that; she gains another admirer in her cousin Lucy’s fiancé 

Stephen, whom she finds herself falling for, and in a moment of weakness she elopes with 

him. On their return, she is despised and discarded by the people in the village, including her 

brother Tom. Still, in the end, when the village is subject to a great deluge, it is Tom she tries 

to rescue, yet the two siblings are drawn down below the surface by the strong current and in 

a last embrace they face death together.  

Many of the rumors that were circulating about the Roma’s customs and lifestyle are 

also present in Maggie’s life. In this essay it will be argued that she embodies the stereotypes 

of the Roma in her interaction with different characters throughout the novel. She represents 

the romantic adventurer with Phillip, whom she has secret meetings with although they 

belong to rival families. She signifies the seductive Rom woman with Stephen, who, despite 

the fact that he is engaged to her cousin Lucy, cannot resist falling under her spell. Lastly, she 

symbolizes the “Other” in connection to her family and foremost in comparison to her brother 

Tom, who is obedient and well-mannered, her opposite. She is also described as a wild 

animal, a worshipper of witch-craft, and a force of nature. She, as well as the Roma, does not 

concur with society, and she is also rejected by it. Her relatives ridicule her appearance and 

behavior, and compare her to an animal or a Rom when they describe her. I will thus argue 

that Eliot uses the associations connected to the Roma when describing Maggie. She applies 

powerful words that have obvious schemata attached to them; one word or small phrase can 

trigger a certain feeling or paint a clear picture in our mind. She plays on fears of the 

unknown, or “otherness”; she uses words like “demons”, “fetish”, and “wild” to display that 

Maggie is far from the ideal of a young woman. With these powerful words she creates the 

very eccentric character of Maggie and through all of her links to the Roma, the mystery of 

her being is intensified.  
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When one looks closely at how Eliot describes the Roma, the undertones of dramatic 

irony becomes apparent. All the stereotypes are exaggerated to the fullest; she does this for a 

reason. She needed the Roma to be true to the stereotypes, in order for Maggie to become the 

ultimate outcast with a fluid identity that does not belong anywhere. Maggie is caught 

between two cultures; her family sees her as a symbol of the East and the Roma see her as a 

representation of the West. Eliot often chose to portray the lesser fortunate in society in her 

writing, her own motivation being to make people more understanding of each other and to 

encourage integration of all different classes and cultures in society, as we can see in a letter 

to Charles Bray from 1859: “[t]he only effect I ardently long to produce by my writings is that 

those who read them should be better able to imagine and feel the pains and joys of those who 

differ from themselves in everything but the broad fact of being struggling, caring human 

creatures” (qtd. in Dennis 53). 

The Roma’s situation will be examined from a postcolonial view which aims to study 

texts where the portrayals of minorities have been misrepresented (Dennis 101). Postcolonial 

critique aims to study and demonstrate social differentiations, to identify with the minorities, 

to illustrate the foundation for their culture and customs and to give reasons for their 

alienation (Barry 199). My center of attention will be on how people spread rumors about the 

Roma as a way to dehumanize them in order to gain a superior position. There will be focus 

on how stereotypes that surrounded them that later became “truths” that were widespread and 

how these made their life a particularly harsh one. One of the vanguards of postcolonial 

theory was Edward W. Said (1935-2003), and in an essay called: “Crisis (in orientalism)” 

(“Crisis”), he discusses textual attitudes towards the Orient. He states that people appear to 

see the text as evidential, as the truth, instead of criticizing it and try to obtain facts from the 

people it concerns. This behavior is found when faced with something not before experienced 

that poses as a threat of some kind. One recalls previous familiar situations or textual 
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evidence when confronting something unknown in order to obtain some sense of familiarity 

and safety. People put great trust into what has been written to the point that it precedes 

reality, and there is great reluctance in questioning a text; there is a consensus in that the 

author is an expert in his or her field. The status of intellectuals, establishments and regimes is 

of higher value than that of the actual people, the reality it describes (Said, “Crisis” 272-73). 

Thus, the numerous reports concerning the Roma in the Journal of the Gypsy Lore Society  

had a very negative effect on how they were viewed by others.  

In my study of The Mill on the Floss, a feminist critical analysis will furthermore be 

carried out to indicate the impediments that Maggie has to face in a patriarchal society. 

Feminist criticism includes a variety of approaches and the area of focus for this essay is the 

Anglo-American version of feminist criticism, where the focal point lies in examining 

portrayals of characters, textual ideas and intention. One also explores how gender plays a 

part historically, culturally and politically (Barry 124). Deepika Bahri states that focus lies in 

the study of gender differences and the power struggles that occur and how these affect the 

lives of men and women in different times and parts of the world (200). In feminist criticism, 

the representations and experiences of women in literature are compared to real life, and not 

as fabricated and untouchable and the thorough examination of the text is the most important 

aspect of the area (Barry 124). The intention is to uplift women’s experiences from being 

subordinate to men’s, to reveal oppression and dominance of women (Dennis 100). Maggie is 

not taken seriously and she tries to resist the presupposed position she is to have in life 

simultaneously as she struggles with her passionate emotions that control her. Moreover, she 

is strongly influenced by the men in her life that try to control her in different ways. However, 

it is not only men that try to transform her into a compliant woman; the women are equally 

guilty of this.  
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A Small Mistake of Nature 

Whenever Maggie is described in the novel, it is with words that have a close connection to 

the wild and mysterious, and she is described like a Rom on numerous occasions. She is 

described like an animal instead of a human being: “Maggie was incessantly tossing her head 

to keep the dark, heavy locks out of her gleaming black eyes – an action which gave her very 

much the air of a small Shetland pony” (Eliot 10). The Roma were also compared to animals 

on several occasions: “The intention, then, was to place the Gypsies on the lowest possible 

level of human existence. They were said to eat more like beasts than men, subsisting on 

animals that had died of disease and the discarded refuse of settled society” (Mayall 80). 

Giving Maggie the resemblance of an animal serves as a means to belittle and alienate her 

especially from her mother. It is a way for her mother to distance herself from her child. Her 

mother does this in order to avoid taking responsibility for Maggie’s actions and having to 

defend her to the relatives. The secure feeling of being superior to the “Other”, in that the 

Western ideals are right, is a way of justifying the right to suppress the “Others”. This brings a 

sense of security; they cannot be seen as a real threat, and thus no struggle of power will arise. 

As Said mentions, knowledge is power and the more “truths”, as in the numerous stereotypes, 

one can state about a certain people, the more one can control them (Orientalism 32). 

Maggie’s mother often informs Maggie of how unfortunate she herself is; having to struggle 

with her hair and having Maggie often sabotage her work. On one occasion, while wetting her 

hair after her mother has been trying to make it curl, Eliot describes her to be “shaking the 

water from her black locks as she ran, like a Skye terrier escaped from his bath” (24). Thus, in 

the novel Maggie is given the likeness to an animal, something uncontrollable. Moreover, the 

long black hair represents the feminine in the erotic fantasies of the non-Rom males. It is a 

symbol of passionate emotion that needs to be controlled. An uncontrollable woman with her 

hair hanging down was seen as a threat to the normative ideal of a woman. A woman should 
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have control over her body as well as her manners; her hair should be perfectly shaped and 

still, as should her mind. 

If the woman kept quiet, bodily and spiritually, she was regarded as a person of strong 

character; she was seen as reliable and confident. She should not defy these rules; else she 

would be seen as a menace to the patriarchal society where the men were supposed to be in 

control of their women; an uncontrollable woman was evidence of a powerless man, an 

immense humiliation. The female body was seen as something that needed to be under 

constraints, to be in the ideal shape of femininity, the opposite of the male adventurous spirit. 

The men needed to belittle and objectify women in order to be seen as great; therefore the 

women were destined to play the appropriate submissive and passive role in society.   

No natural explanation is given for Maggie’s odd manners, only the notion of her 

likeness to an animal, a lower race, something they can distance themselves from, which is 

similar to the Roma’s situation. According to the UNHCR, the Roma’s history was never 

documented; nobody found it of interest or necessary. People did not want to learn more 

about them, to explore their origin or their identity; thus widening the sensation of “us” and 

“them” (23-4). Prejudices arise out of fear of the unknown and the less we know of someone, 

the more we find them odd. The few written documents about the origin of the Roma may 

have been written by people of a prejudiced mind, and should not be regarded reliable 

material (Fraser 10). The Gypsy Lore Society was founded in 1888 and their purpose was to 

document their language and origin. They were not interested in the Roma’s current situation 

and the problems they faced (Mayall 4-5). The priority seemed to be in placing them in a 

systematic category, consequently increasing alienation and segregation. Much research about 

the Roma was published in the nineteenth century and in Journal of the Gypsy Lore Society 

the emphasis lay in describing the Roma as a race. Mayall mentions: “Having found variation 

among travellers and identified foreign origins, theories of genetics were then used, often 
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crudely and deterministically, to explain the characteristics of the group…more was written 

about language and etymology than about the people themselves” (9). Thus the stereotype of 

the Roma was given confirmation from professionals.  

Since Maggie is considered to be a Rom, she is a victim, like the Roma, of how people 

will emphasize how alike animals a minority group is, to justify the inhumane treatment of 

them. It validates that what is being decided about them is in their best interest; stating that 

they are too primitive to understand the matters themselves. It serves as a means to achieve a 

clear conscious and the sentiment of acting morally correct. Said states that the assumptions 

being that the white Westerner has a right to power, unlike the Oriental, because he is more 

human then they are (“Crisis” 284). The need to control the Roma came from two directions; 

the state wanted to control their work force, to gain economic control, physical control. 

Secondly, religious forces wanted to control their beliefs, their minds and their spirits. “Those 

who confront the prevailing order, be it in small ways, those who demonstrate alternative 

possibilities in economic spheres, in ways of being and thinking, those who appear as 

powerful symbols, must, it seems, be contained and controlled” (Okely 2).  

The struggle to take bodily control over Maggie, of the way she wears her clothes and 

her hair, is eventually too much for her to bear, and she tries to free herself from social 

restraints by cutting her hair off. Tom is eager to help, anticipating the outcome, and while he 

is cutting, a sense of liberty comes over Maggie, a sense of cutting the ties that hold her down. 

She is attempting to emancipate herself from the social ideal of a woman, she desires 

normative femininity. Maggie believes that with her hair gone, which has been the focus of 

much of her mother’s complaints and worries, the comments about it will end, but the 

outcome is not what she would have liked, instead, matters turn worse and the things said of 

her are all but comforting: “She’s more like a Gypsy nor ever”, and “She’s a naughty child, as 
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’ll break her mother’s heart” (Eliot 65). Maggie’s tie to the Roma is not only her resemblance 

to them, but her actions as well.  

Nature has a strong presence in Maggie’s life, it is often where she reconciles with her 

emotions, and Eliot often refers to nature in her descriptions of her. She describes her as a 

“wild thing” (9), and “a small mistake of nature” (9), unmanageable, just like the Roma. 

People try to control Maggie’s body, mind and spirit, to transform her into the appropriate 

model of a young girl. She is seen as a person who is possessed by greater forces because she 

very often lets her emotions take charge of her and she does not try to oppose them, thus 

being true to her own self. Such references to nature can be related to the notion that the 

Roma had Mother Nature as their home; they lived in the woods (as did, in fairy-tales, 

dangerous animals and monsters), and the forces of nature were seen as mysterious and 

hazardous. This gives us a sense that Maggie is, as well, a little bit dangerous and out of the 

ordinary. She, along with the Roma, represents the wild, the unfamiliar, the “Other”, in that 

they could not be placed in a category, hence the connection to the untamed and treacherous.  

The mystique around Maggie is deepened by the fact that she has her sanctuary in the attic 

where she exercises the fetish of piercing nails into the head of a doll, an act closely 

reminiscent to the ones found in the practice of Voodoo. Here, the narrator uses rumors that 

the Roma were practicing witchcraft, to give Maggie yet another connection with them. They 

were said to, by choice, stand outside society, refuse to follow laws and regulations and in its 

place conduct secret rendezvous where they would perform mysterious rituals (Mayall 76). As 

Mayall mentions, there was no interest to further examine the reasons for their rituals, as the 

rituals were condemned as strange and dangerous per se. Mayall explains: “Most 

commentators ignored the practical reasons for such practices – fear of infection, prevention 

of quarrelling over inheritance, the impracticality of a nomadic group accumulating material 

possessions – and instead favoured superstition and mysticism” (77). Furthermore, Okely 
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identifies the unfair treatment of the Roma, in that their beliefs are seen in the 

comparison with the normative Christian society, consequently perceived as threatening and a 

cause to disturb the order in society (34). The Roma’s customs was a means of protection; it 

was of great importance for the Roma to maintain their culture and identity, especially in a 

hostile community. Their customs originate from their core beliefs of a nomadic life. To 

compare their ideology to the norm of the Western way of life is to marginalize and affront 

them (Okely 34).  

Maggie also bangs her doll’s head against a wall, which gives the reader the impression 

of an inhuman being, a force, rather than a little girl. Just as quick as the emotion of rage takes 

over, as quickly is the “spell” broken by the sunlight entering the room and she forgets what 

caused it from the beginning, hence giving us a sense that nature calls on her. Maggie’s act of 

violence derives from the Old Bible where the tale of how Sisera was obliterated by Jael 

occurs. Maggie is fascinated by witches and the devil, and she is reading The History of the 

Devil, by Daniel Dafoe, to the adults’ dismay. Maggie describes the devil in her book to Mr. 

Riley: “the body all black, you know, and the eyes red, like fire, because he’s all fire inside, 

and it shines out at his eyes” (Eliot 15). Maggie is also described in a similar way, with 

“gleaming black eyes” (Eliot 10). Furthermore, after playing in the mill, her hair gets 

whitened by dust: “that made her dark eyes flash out with new fire” (Eliot 25), which gives 

her a connection to the devil. Mayall describes how people viewed the Rom woman in a 

similar way: “Complexion was said to be swarthy, hair curly and black, eyes dark with a 

pearly luster” (75). Moreover, Maggie is described as a person whose appearance will deceive 

you, who hides incredible forces: “that same nature has the deep cunning which hides itself 

under the appearance of openness, so that simple people think they can see through her quite 

well, and all the while she is secretly preparing a refutation of their confident prophecies” 

(Eliot 29-30). People in the village are devoted to God and the church, and Maggie is the 
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opposite of the good faith. She is seen as a person possessed by great evil. The Roma were 

also said to have a history of evil; rumors about their origin suggested that they came from 

Egypt but had been banished after the finding that they had manufactured the nails that were 

used when crucifying Jesus (Mayall 75). Again, there are strong links between the 

representation of Maggie and the stereotypes of the Roma. 

Maggie does not do well in social gatherings, to her family’s disappointment. The 

Tullivers have to present a family that resembles the standards of society; else it could 

damage their good name. It was essential to present a beautiful home, including expensive 

furniture, china, and well-behaved children. When the relatives are visiting, it is one of the 

occasions where Maggie needs to be on her best behavior, but she cannot help to feel uneasy 

and she struggles to be still. She listens and enjoys Mr. Pullet’s music box and lets the delight 

of hearing the music take control of her and throws herself at Tom with such ecstasy that it 

causes him to spill his wine. She is then told she is not suited for social interaction and that 

she should try to behave in an appropriate manner. “Poor Maggie sat down again, with the 

music all chased out of her soul, and the seven small demons all in again” (92). It is 

reminiscent of something less than human that takes control over her, and when Tom departs 

with Lucy without asking Maggie to accompany them, she observes them in anger: “Seeing 

this, Maggie lingered at a distance, looking like a small Medusa with her snakes cropped” 

(Eliot 97). She is compared to the Goddess who, when looked at, could turn people into stone, 

and when she later pushes Lucy into the mud, she is conducting an act which will be seen as 

pure evil. Making Lucy, with her fair complexion, perfect hair and beautiful clothes, bathe in 

mud, is a performance of repressed frustration. Maggie displays her hate and despise for 

people’s unfair treatment of her. Lucy is a symbol of everything that Maggie is not; in body 

and mind she represents the ideal of how a girl should appear and behave and thus, everything 

that Maggie tries to resist. As Said states: “When one uses categories like Oriental and 
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Western as both the starting and the end points of analysis, research, public policy … the 

result is usually to polarize the distinction – the Oriental becomes more Oriental, the 

Westerner more Western – and limit the human encounter between different cultures, 

traditions and societies” (Orientalism 45-6). Lucy symbolizes the normative in society, the 

western norm that all women should strive for, whereas Maggie represents the “Other”, an 

outcast of society that should be avoided. Maggie knows that this act of defiling Lucy will not 

go unpunished, and she sees no other choice but to run away and since she has been 

frequently compared to the Roma, it is with them she seeks refuge.  

In the Rom camp, Maggie sees the resemblance between her and one of the women in 

particular with her “bright dark eyes and the long hair” (Eliot 106), but she observes, to her 

annoyance, that the woman is dirty. Here, the fantasy starts to discolor; Maggie has secretly 

been making up a story in her head about how her life with the Roma would unfold, but she 

slowly realizes that the truth is something quite different. They seem to have no manners and 

they do not possess anything she can eat. They offer her old bread from a bag, and this gives 

the reader the idea of waste that one would feed an animal. Evidence that the Roma are indeed 

thieves is also displayed; as Maggie is first approaching them, she notices how one of the 

young girls is feeding a donkey “excellent stolen hay” (Eliot 107), and one of the first things 

that happens to her is that someone empties her pocket without her awareness, showing the 

reader that they are in fact the most disgusting people, who would not hesitate to steal from 

anyone, not even a child. The Roma were said to steal because it was in their nature to do so: 

“They were accused of stealing everything from sheep, horses and children to grass for their 

horses and bracken to make fires” (Mayall 81). In Romania, the Roma were taken as slaves 

and whole families were auctioned out and children were given away as presents (UNHCR 

23), and the Roma who were dedicated parents tried to steal their own children back, this 

might be how the rumors of them being child-abductors started (Brearley 589). 
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We are also told that they are unintelligent and uneducated; when Maggie starts to tell 

them about Columbus, it is made clear they have never heard of him, they believe she is 

referring to a place, not a person. Maggie believes she needs to teach them how to wash 

themselves and how to appreciate literature. According to Said, the notion that one needs to 

educate the minority group, since it is their way of life that is abnormal, is a recurrent thought 

in history. The question of who decides what is normal and what is not is not essential, the 

conviction being that the Western margins that are established should be seen as universal. 

There was a consent in that these people needed to be taught what was regarded as normative 

Western knowledge, hence a notion that this was a general obligation (Orientalism 54). 

At the end of her stay with them, Maggie is frightened of the Roma, she suspects that 

one of the men is the devil himself: “the suspicion crossed her that the fierce-eyed old man 

was in fact the devil, who might drop that transparent disguise at any moment and turn either 

in the grinning blacksmith or else a fiery-eyed monster with dragon’s wings” (Eliot 111). She 

expects them to do her harm, thus the novel states that most of our prejudices about the Roma 

are true. They are thieves that will rob you if given opportunity, the only reason they did not 

kill Maggie was in the prospect of collecting a finder’s fee from her father. Thus, Eliot 

reinforces the stereotypes of the Roma; she does this in order to make it clear that Maggie 

does not feel solidarity with them, nor with her family. She has a fluid identity which makes 

her the ultimate outcast. Eliot also challenges these stereotypes in her exaggerated 

descriptions of them, as in: “excellent stolen hay”, where one wonders how Maggie knows it 

is stolen, and the fact that they steal from her (a child), as soon as she arrives, and that one of 

the men are probably the devil himself. I argue that all of these descriptions display the 

sarcastic undertone in Maggie’s perceptions of the Roma. 

Maggie’s encounter with the Roma is crucial to her. It becomes clear that the situation in 

the Rom camp is the opposite of her fantasies about them. She realizes how she has been 
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recognized in the eyes of others; she has been described as someone who is dirty, poor, a 

thief, and an animal, someone primitive that has a close connection to the devil and should be 

banished. She carries this notion with her for the remainder of her life and projects this notion 

onto others. The need to separate people into “us” and “them” derives from the notion that 

“they” are considered deviant, people who differ from the norm, someone who can be seen as 

a threat to the values and beliefs, the foundations of society. When these values and beliefs 

are threatened or questioned the feeling of safety and stability lessens and the need of defense 

arises. The weapons for such a challenge are definitions of what is right and wrong in society; 

how to act, dress and behave, and if not followed, one will face rejection and segregation. The 

“Others” are silenced and people speak for them; they are described by observers who do not 

hold an insight into their everyday struggles, the only interest is to label them according to 

Western tradition. When the rules are obeyed and followed one is not challenged to rethink 

matters, nothing poses as a threat to the ideology that is present, the ideology that might 

include some weakness if given another angle.   

One major figure that added to the numerous stereotypes of the Roma was the 

philanthropist George Smith of Coalville. In his book Gipsy Life: Being an Account of our 

Gipsies and their Children, with Suggestions for their Improvement (1880), he includes facts 

that are not supported by evidence, but based on rumors. Mayall states: “…his distorted 

arguments remained convincing to an audience wanting to be convinced” (9). The people that 

were hostile towards the Roma now had an excuse to drive them out of their land. Mayall 

continues to explain how Smith contributed to the stereotype of the Roma: “His numerous 

publications in newspapers, articles and books portrayed the travellers not only as idle, 

beggarly and parasitic but also as unclean, uneducated, unhealthy and amoral conveyors of 

infectious diseases. And if this was not sufficient, they were also highly prone to criminal 

acts” (90). The stereotypes were often a stark distinction to the Roma’s beliefs and principles. 
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For one; the Rom woman was said to have great sexual powers and was associated with 

prostitution and anyone in her presence should be alert to these dangers. This idea stands in 

contrast to the Roma’s own ideology, where she is expected to be submissive to men, to be a 

virgin until her wedding night, and to remain true to her husband. She is not allowed to be in 

another man’s company, or to engage in conversation with him, without the presence of 

another woman, unless she wants to endanger her status. She is to follow her husband’s will 

and not question him in his decisions. She is to give her husband several children and is 

accountable for their upbringing and wellbeing along with tending to the house-hold. Above 

that, she should also find the time to go into town to work in order to provide for them. It is 

her responsibility to grant the family’s survival; it depends on her ability to endure everyday 

encounters with people who are hostile and suspicious of her. She is to act against her beliefs 

and rules in order to achieve this (Okely 203-5). However, what is written down is seen as 

authoritative. Smith was a man of education and of knowledge about people of different races, 

hence no one would think to question his proficiency.  

The Other 

Maggie lives in the shadow of her older brother Tom, and in comparison to him she is seen as 

the “Other” who (like the Roma) deviates from the norm; she is seen as a criminal in the sense 

of transgression; she challenges and breaks the principles set by Western society. She adores 

her brother and wants to be his equal, and she constantly tries to impress him, in order to gain 

his love and respect. She wants to experience all that he does, which is not appreciated by 

everyone. She despises the woman’s role in society which is dedicated to domestic tasks; 

instead, she prefers to be occupied with matters appropriate for a boy; to play or to study. She 

also believes that she is very clever and she challenges the patriarchal society by interfering 

and interrupting the discussions of the adults, whereupon she is quieted and put in her place. 

Her father alone is aware of her knowledge and often praises her, but he is also aware of the 
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troubles that she will face should she try to get an education. He states: “But it’s bad – it’s 

bad…a woman’s no business wi’ being so clever; it’ll turn to trouble, I doubt…she’ll read the 

books and understand ’em better nor half the folks as are growed up” (Eliot 13-4). The only 

person who appreciates her intelligence and wit is forced to acknowledge that she will have 

no use of it, being a female; she has a life of domestic obligations ahead of her. 

 Maggie offers to help Tom with his studies, being convinced that she can be of valid 

help to him, but she is soon rejected with Tom’s harsh words: “You help me, you silly little 

thing…I should like to see you doing one of my lessons! Why, I learn Latin too! Girls never 

learn such things. They’re too silly” (Eliot 145). She is repeatedly discouraged regarding her 

future education and the excellence of her mind. She is of the weaker sex and does not 

allegedly have the ability to become a great intellectual. Tom is aware of her intellectual 

capacity, but in order to not be seen as inferior to her, he ridicules and degrades her, knowing 

that every such remark is devastating to her confidence. Maggie asks Mr. Stelling if she could 

learn all that Tom has and if she could be his student, he replies: “They [girls] can pick up a 

little of everything, I dare say … [t]hey’ve a great deal of superficial cleverness, but they 

couldn’t go far into anything. They’re quick and shallow” (Eliot 151). Education of women 

was regarded as a necessity in order to become a suitable conversationalist to men, and to be 

an asset in entertaining guests. It was not in their ability to pursue a career, the only 

appropriate situation a woman could obtain was that of tutoring children. Even though 

Maggie is superior to Tom in intelligence, she is still considered as a “silly girl”, much as the 

Roma were thought to be a primitive, unqualified people. Women are silly and need men to 

teach them right from wrong. Men learn this from experience, women need to be taught. The 

conviction is that a woman will not know when making a mistake, nor can she avoid it. The 

act of demeaning someone is a result of envy and a need to silence their voice. If a woman is 

provocative, and consequently threatens the norm, she must be put in her place, her place 

 17



being to take care of the domestic world; the house, the domestic labor and the children. Tom 

means to take care of his sister, in supplying shelter and food, but in return he expects her to 

take care of his household and work for him, and he believes it is his responsibility to 

discipline her when she has faltered. Maggie does not want to be dependent on any man, 

including her brother; therefore she continues to educate herself. Her situation is comparable 

to the Roma’s; they were independent and had only themselves to depend on in order to 

survive, which also made them segregated from society (Mayall 14-5). 

Tom knows that Maggie adores him and he uses her love to control her. He teases her 

and frequently calls her stupid and when she does not obey his will, he declares he would 

rather prefer Lucy for a sister over Maggie. He is aware of how deep these words hurt her, 

and he causes the exact effect he is looking for; causing her to lose control. As mentioned 

above, Lucy is everything Maggie is not; she is beauty itself, she has a small figure, hazel 

eyes, and light brown hair that never seem to uncurl. Her manners are also what are desired of 

a young girl; she is quiet and does not interfere with the adults; her body and her mind are 

quiet. Mrs. Tulliver complains over the fact that Maggie is the cause of much grief in her life, 

and how she wishes she would be more like Lucy: “And there’s Lucy Deane’s such a good 

child – you may set her on a stool, and there she’ll sit for an hour together, and never offer to 

get off. I can’t help loving the child as if she was my own” (Eliot 39-40). Maggie has brought 

nothing but trouble for her mother, and she has always known her mother loves Tom more 

than her; firstly, because he is a boy, secondly, because she does not resemble her mother’s 

side of the family. 

Tom is jealous of Maggie’s passion, which has been her drive in life, for good and bad; 

it has lead to many sorrowful moments, but also to great affection, foremost from her father, 

something Tom has never been the object of. He envies their relationship, of the open display 

of their love; he can never be seen as needy of such superficial matters, it would damage his 
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status. He covets her want for a fuller life; he does not have that same courage to rebel against 

what is expected of him. When Tom hears of Maggie’s secret rendezvous with Philip, the 

siblings are even more estranged. He is no longer the focus of her love, to his distress. His 

rage is a verification of his hidden feelings for her; he adores her, but has rarely shown it, 

being the older sibling and a boy made this impossible. Very few moments of affection have 

been showed to Maggie. When done so, it was always in hiding, with no witnesses to 

condemn his actions. He is aware of the power he has over his sister and he uses his 

knowledge of her most vulnerable sensation, namely her respect and love for her father, to 

dominate her.   

Tom has always been a role-model for Maggie, but she realizes all the wrong-doing he 

has done her. He has never defended her in hard times, he has always been quick to judge and 

punish her for any misbehavior. He has always relied on and used the power he has over her. 

When he forces her to choose between him and Philip, she pleads for his understanding, he 

replies: “But I have no confidence in you…You’re always in extremes – you have no 

judgement and self-command; and yet you think you know best and will not submit to be 

guided” (Eliot 401). Tom plays the martyr of the family; he has sacrificed plenty in order to 

support the family. He was the one who went out to seek a situation, he was their hope of 

regaining the family honor, it is with him the hope of a brighter future lies. Little 

acknowledgement is given to the labor Maggie contributes with and he accuses Maggie of 

having no honor, no feelings for her family. He makes her appear like a person eager to turn 

on her own kin, in order to fulfill her desires. He knows that Maggie would not deliberately 

hurt anyone and with this knowledge he accuses and manipulates her to get the result he 

wishes for. 
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Denial  

Maggie longs for someone to understand her, to love and care for her: “with a blind, 

unconscious yearning for something that would link together the wonderful impressions of 

this mysterious life and give her soul a sense of home in it” (Eliot 238). When Maggie meets 

Philip Wakem she sees in him much of herself; they share the same passion for music, art and 

literature, they are both victims of discriminatory treatment by society and judged by their 

appearance. Meeting Philip, Maggie has finally found a loving brother who respects her, and 

he a sister he has always longed for. He is mesmerized by her: “What was it, he wondered, 

that made Maggie’s dark eyes remind him of the stories about princesses being turned into 

animals? I think it was that her eyes were full of unsatisfied intelligence and unsatisfied, 

beseeching affection” (Eliot 179). With Philip, Maggie symbolizes the romantic Rom woman 

with a sense of adventure surrounding her, and the notion of fairy-tales is bona fide in her 

presence; they have secret meetings although belonging to rival families. She reminds him of 

a princess in need of saving; he wishes to free her from her imprisoned life and fill it with 

culture and love. He, as well, has been starved for affection his whole life and he is overjoyed 

to have found his equal. He gains her trust, yet it becomes clear that he has a hidden agenda, 

in making her fall in love with him. He manipulates her through feelings of guilt, in the sense 

that he claims she is the only kind relationship he has in his life and should she deny him that, 

he would have nothing left to live for.  

In her miserable life, with a depressed father, a sorrowful mother and a brother that does 

not speak to her, Maggie is forced to give up hope of ever finding happiness and becomes 

submissive to her mother’s and others’ wishes. She feels imprisoned; her sentence being a life 

of domestic chores, which she despises, and she feels her joy for life slowly diminishing. She 

becomes the woman they had always wished for her to be; sitting quietly, doing her 

needlework, letting her mother braid and tend to her hair. In giving in to their wishes she 
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finally receives approval from her mother. A woman’s house, her name and reputation was of 

most value to her. With Mrs. Tulliver’s furniture and linen sold and gone, and her family 

name disgraced, she has nothing left to live for. When Maggie changes her manners and 

appearance she finally finds something she can be proud of. She watches Maggie with a sense 

of wonder: “The mother was getting fond of her tall, brown girl, the only bit of furniture now 

on which she could bestow her anxiety and pride” (Eliot 299). For Maggie, she has advanced 

from being the root of all evil, to a piece of wooden material of some value, it is the first time 

she experiences any compassion from her mother.  

Maggie struggles inside to keep her quiet posture: “She rebelled against her lot, she 

fainted under its loneliness; and fits even of anger and hatred towards her father and 

mother…towards Tom…would flow out over her affections and conscience like a lava 

stream, and frighten her with a sense that it was not difficult for her to become a demon” 

(Eliot 292). She suppresses her love for life. She is aware of her strong emotions that she 

keeps concealed from everyone and she feels abandoned by her family that seem to accept her 

change without question. Her only wish is for someone to help her escape her restraints. 

When seeing Philip again, her wish is granted. He evokes feelings of loving what is beautiful 

in life; she finds hope close to her again and questions why she should deny Philip a life of 

love. She has craved it all her life, but rarely received it; she cannot do the same to him. She 

sees her own pain in Philip; he, as well, is an outsider, his deformity is deviant from the 

accepted norm of masculinity set by society. Her resemblance to the Roma and his deformity 

is what separates them from the others and his unanswered love is reminiscent to her love for 

her brother Tom. However, opening that secret door also has its dangers; she knows that her 

still life will be full of passion and emotions again. The life she has now is quiet with no 

temptation and also no risk for disappointment from her family, who need her the most. She 

has finally taken the role of the normative acceptable woman and there she is safe. With no 
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passionate feelings that can disturb the peace, she cannot do any harm to herself or others. Her 

actions and appearance are what everyone in her surroundings expect form her, there are no 

disruptions. Yet these disruptions are what Maggie considers most valuable. She believes that 

life without passionate emotions and a free mind is not worth living. She can endure the 

struggle to be submissive, in her loneliness, but after meeting Phillip, a kindred spirit, her 

emotions are difficult to deny.   

Betrayal 

Another man that has come under Maggie’s spell is Stephen Guest. He, as well as Philip, 

cannot fully understand the power she has over him, and the strong emotions she evokes. To 

Stephen too, Maggie embodies the seductive, mystical Rom woman who uses forces unknown 

to control his emotions against his will: “He wished he had never seen this Maggie Tulliver, 

to be thrown into a fever by her in this way; she would make a sweet, strange, troublesome, 

adorable wife to some man or other, but he would never have chosen her himself” (Eliot 418). 

He is possessed by her; she has him under a spell he cannot break: “To see such a creature 

subdued by love for one would be a lot worth having – to another man” (Eliot 419). Okely 

explains the dual emotion that the Rom woman evoked: “Unmarriageable but endowed with 

sexual attraction, the Gypsy woman is also credited with strange, supernatural powers: for 

instance, her presumed ability to foresee the future and tell of the past by the ‘black’ art of 

fortune telling” (203). She is desirable, but inapt to play the part of a wife.  

Stephen has no control over his actions, he understands that Maggie is far from an 

ordinary woman, she resembles a force, an animal: “Her lips and eyelids quivered; she opened 

her eyes full on his for an instant, like a lovely wild animal timid and struggling under 

caresses, and then turned sharp round towards home again” (Eliot 460). She evokes his 

strongest, darkest desires, and in order to justify his far from radical behavior, he declares she 

must be something other than human. As mentioned, the Rom woman is often portrayed as 
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sensual, seductive and cunning; she has been the embodiment of both men’s and women’s 

fantasies in various plays and literary texts. She is known for her outstanding beauty, her close 

contact to nature, animals and spirits (Okely 203). Stephen tries his best to fight the urge to 

submit to her and leave Lucy, but eventually he finds himself too weak: “Was it possible to 

quarrel with a creature who had such eyes – defying and deprecating, contradicting and 

clinging, imperious and beseeching, full of delicious opposites” (Eliot 418-9). Maggie is the 

symbol of the unknown, the adventurous and dangerous, someone he would discard of if he 

had any control over himself. He is willing to give up anything of value in his life: his home, 

his family and his name to be near the woman who has such power over him. Stephen realizes 

that if he is to make her leave the people she loves and force her to elope with him, she will 

become despondent; she will never allow herself happiness if knowing she has been the cause 

of someone else’s misery. Yet, he cannot resist loving her; she is the stark contrast of his 

fiancée Lucy, who stands for the normative, the safe and predicted.  

When being swept away by Stephen, Maggie is at first relieved to find she has escaped 

her life of restrictions where she is expected to act the appropriate role of the submissive 

woman and where her emotions constantly have to be denied and restrained. She soon 

recognizes the damage they have done and she realizes that he has taken advantage of her 

being so passionate; Stephen did not ask for her opinion, he acted on his will only. He spoke 

for her, as many others have done before, so she accuses him: “You have wanted to deprive 

me of any choice…you have dared to take advantage of my thoughtlessness. It is unmanly to 

bring me into such a position” (Eliot 478). Philip, Stephen and Tom have tried to play on her 

emotions, to appeal to her sensitivity in order to fulfill their needs and wishes, while Maggie 

has always been too considerate of other people’s feelings to enjoy what she wanted in life. 

She would rather suffer and be unhappy, than bring pain to others. She would not deliberately 
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choose a selfish path, but she is repeatedly a victim of men’s oppression, where the male 

voice dominates the female.  

After her disappearance with Stephen, she is given the biggest blame of the two; 

Stephen is a man and cannot resist falling under her spell. Among various things, people were 

accusing her of having planned the escape herself, it was her doing alone, and little blame 

could be put on Stephen, who is considered the victim. The thought that Stephen would act in 

this senseless way on his own free will was unthinkable, so the blame was put on Maggie. 

Stephen disappeared after their return and did not stay to defend her against the accusations; 

as a result the people in the village silenced her voice and spoke for her. Okely states that the 

Rom woman was treated likewise: “[D]epending on the outsiders’ response, she can bring 

either bad luck by her curse, or good luck by her blessing” (203). If she had done something 

that was considered positive or negative in the eye of others, the attitudes would alter. Maggie 

is accustomed to being the Other in society; much like the Roma, people were eager to draw 

conclusions about her, they did not want to know the truth, and consequently the rumors about 

her began to form, rumors that soon became truths. Everywhere Maggie goes, she is given 

looks of wonder and desire from the male population. Even Philip’s father, who has been 

fighting the Tullivers all his life, cannot help to notice Maggie’s beauty; no ordinary man can. 

Even the most respected man in the village, the priest Dr. Kenn, is amazed by her, and rumors 

quickly start to form about their relationship when he offers her a safe haven. Thus, Maggie is 

seen as a Rom woman; she will put men under her spell and they will have no power to fight 

her. The seductive Rom woman can make any man do as she pleases, even men of great 

honor. Maggie, the seductress, will not only take your man, she will do so in a most cunning, 

deceitful way. She will not hesitate to betray her family or friends to get the man she desires. 

She is classified as a criminal, a house-breaker; the worst kind there is.  
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Polar Emotions 

When the siblings are united with all of their earthly possessions lost and all the restraints of 

society vanished, Tom can finally show his love for his sister. Prior to this, he could only be 

gentle in hiding. He could not be taken as a weak boy who adored his odd little sister; he 

needed to play his part in a patriarchal society that expected him to instruct his sister, to show 

his power over her, not his affections. When they stand with no one to condemn them he can 

be true to his feelings for his troublesome sister. He will not be judged by the values of a 

society that forced him to estrange himself from her, a society that demanded him to oppress 

and deny her, a society he yielded to. He was not strong enough to stand by her in need. 

Maggie has always adhered to him obsessively, as she was predicting they would part later in 

life. She has showered him with affection, but has always been rejected, except for those 

precious moments of solitude when they were free to show their true emotions: “he behaved 

with a weakness quite inconsistent with his resolution to punish her as much as she deserved; 

he actually began to kiss her in return” (Eliot 36). Maggie did not want to, nor was she able 

to, restrain her thoughts or emotions; she was frank about her feelings and did not understand 

why displaying signs of love were inappropriate behavior.  

 All the men are at the end gathered around her; her father and brother by her 

side and Philip and Stephen at her feet. The two men who survived her, struggle with the 

polar emotions connected to her: “[they] felt that their keenest joy and keenest sorrow were 

forever buried there” (Eliot 535). Reminiscent of the notion of the Roma who were seen as 

romantic and dangerous at the same time, she as well, evoked the same sensation of great 

obsession and great despair. In cohesion with the Roma, Maggie cannot survive society and 

Eliot lets her protagonist die a tragic death. Outcasts or “Others” should not intervene with the 

rules of society, they should keep to their own kind; else they will be punished accordingly. 
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One should know one’s place in life and not challenge it, or else tragedy is to follow. The East 

should not interfere with the West. 

Conclusion  

In this essay it is argued that Maggie embodies the stereotypes of the Roma through her 

encounters with different characters in the novel. The intention was to examine the Roma’s 

situation through a postcolonial view with focus on the stereotypes that emerged about them, 

to try and explain why they arose and to show the Roma’s perspective in the matter and relate 

those to The Mill on the Floss.  Furthermore, from a feminist perspective, the tribulation 

Maggie endures in a patriarchal society is studied.   

 The Roma were a persecuted people who were said to be immoral charlatans 

that posed a threat to society, but there was also the notion of adventure and romance 

connected to them. People were fascinated by their free way of life; moving from village to 

village as they pleased, having no boundaries to tie them to one place. Because of this, they 

were often depicted in literature as a people surrounded by mystique and awe. The numerous 

stereotypes that arose about them were constructed in order to demean and alienate them from 

society. They were polarized from the Western norm as a means to justify the cruel treatment 

of them. In giving them the equal status of an animal, or something non-human, it was made 

clear one should avoid these people. The fact that their customs and rituals derived from 

logical necessity was not discussed, no one found it necessary to examine their culture. 

Instead, the numerous articles and texts that were published about them served as proof of 

their “Otherness” and increased the negative attitudes against them. 

 In the novel, Maggie is often compared to the Roma. Eliot uses descriptions of her that 

are associated with the Roma’s stereotypes, such as: “her gleaming black eyes”, “like a lovely 

wild animal”, and “looking like a small Medusa”. Since she is not appreciated by her family, 

she believes the Roma will welcome her. She always envisioned them as a kind people that 
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would appreciate her presence and the thought of having the Roma as her allies is a 

comforting thought for her. However, after her encounter with the Roma, she realizes how 

people have viewed her. The fact that she is seen as untrustworthy and as a criminal is 

shocking for her and instead of feeling safe she is frightened by them and fears they will harm 

her. Eliot reinforces the stereotypes of the Roma. We are given evidence that they are a filthy, 

primitive and deceitful people that one should avoid. This is essential in order to illustrate the 

difficulty Maggie have to face; being rejected by her family who see her as a Rom, as well as 

the Roma who do not see her as a kin of theirs, to emphasize her fluid identity and her 

“Otherness”. Yet, in Eliot’s sarcastic undertone she proclaims we should challenge these 

stereotypes. They are embroidered in order to demonstrate how preposterous they are, and to 

point out that we live in a society with preconception and bigotry. Eliot demonstrates this 

foremost in the exaggerated stereotypes and in the presupposed apprehensions that several 

characters in the text have. In the Rom camp we see the Roma from the eye of a child with 

little experience of the world around her and other cultures, much like adults viewed the 

Roma; they made quick judgments about them and did not take the time to further investigate 

the truth. This preconception allows for no derivation or alternative thinking. Another 

example in the text is how the relatives view Maggie; they judge her to be an obedient silly 

girl, yet we learn otherwise; she is sensitive and caring, and far more intelligent than her 

brother Tom. Maggie challenges the principles of society, by her actions and her language, 

and she imposes on territories that are more suiting for a boy, she is therefore rejected and 

belittled. Eliot also points out a prejudice conception of matters in the episode when the 

people of the village turn against Maggie after her disappearance with Stephen. They assume 

Maggie is to blame for the escape and no one is interested to hear her version. Since Stephen 

is a respected man there is no need to question him. Maggie’s voice is silenced.   
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As Maggie grows older no one speaks of her escape to the Roma, but she embodies the 

many stereotypes and myths of these people through different encounters in her life. In 

connection to her family, and foremost in comparison to her brother Tom, she is seen as 

primitive and asinine with a close association to the occult and the inhuman. She is considered 

a menace that no one can control; a force, rather than a little girl. With Philip she is the 

symbol of the daring romantic Rom woman; she induces images of a princess in need of 

rescue; the rescue being their secret meetings where they discuss literature, music and art; the 

matters they value most in life. Since their families are in a feud, their meetings are forbidden 

and risky, their love, even more. Stephen thinks of her as the seductive woman who has 

unexplainable power over him. Although he holds great affection for his fiancée Lucy, he is 

still prepared to leave her, in order to be with Maggie. 

Maggie is oppressed by different men in her life that in several ways try to control her 

by manipulating her passionate emotions. Maggie is affectionate and sensitive, but also an 

intelligent young woman who struggles to keep a calm disposition in order to be accepted in 

society, where the ideal woman is her opposite. The women in the Victorian age were, much 

alike the Roma, marginalized and oppressed. Their position in society was to take care of the 

house-hold and the children, to stand behind, not beside, their husbands. The Roma and 

Maggie were victims of oppression and domination in a patriarchal society. Society felt the 

need to educate and teach Maggie right from wrong, sensing that her beliefs were abnormal 

and that her only salvation was to convert into the woman that was the norm. She needed to 

change her identity in order to be accepted in society. The act of coercion arises in order to 

gain power and control over someone. What we have knowledge of and see as familiar is 

what makes us feel secure and at ease, what is regarded as deviant and unknown is seen as a 

threat and should either be banished or taken control over.   
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