Character Analysis

Maggie Tulliver
She is in most ways the opposite of Tom. She is her father's daughter, and she has inherited his warm feeling for other people and his impetuosity. But she has none of his masculine self-assurance.

As a child Maggie is highly intelligent, but likely to be forgetful. She acts rashly without considering consequences. This is one of the results of her great sensitivity, for she cannot abide criticism or harsh judgments on her. By the same token, she never judges others harshly. She has none of Tom's arrogant self-righteousness. She is easily convinced that she has done wrong, despite the injury this causes to her sensitive soul. She is somewhat vain about her cleverness, but as this is never recognized by the people around her, it never turns into conceit.

For Maggie, as for Tom, the bankruptcy is one of the most important events of her life; but it affects her in a different way. While it is a goad to Tom's ambition, it drives Maggie to renunciation of the world which treats her so harshly. At first this takes the form of simple helping around home and giving up of childish self-indulgence; but the discovery of Thomas à Kempis gives method and meaning to her renunciation. Nevertheless hers remains basically a childish revolt, a hope of avoiding pain by giving up pleasure.

Maggie's concern for other people is the thing which breaks her free from this self-imposed exile. She begins to see Philip Wakem out of pity for him, and he reawakens her desire for life. This desire is one of the two most important threads in Maggie's character. It is a desire to have "more of everything," and it corresponds to the other characters' desire for property. Only Maggie and Philip show it in this form, as a longing for music, art, and life.

Maggie's wish to avoid hurting people finally comes in opposition to her desires. Her failure to resolve that conflict leads her to the point of having to choose whom she will hurt. She sees it as a conflict of duty and passion, but that is only part of the problem. In her case it becomes difficult to tell just where duty lies. At this crisis she reacts as she did to the bankruptcy: she banishes herself. Her reaction is consistent with what has been seen of her since childhood. It represents the fruit of the moral system she has been building for herself, a system based on the good of others. She carries it through with great determination, even when she finds that, as before, she has not foreseen many of the consequences.

Tom Tulliver
On his first appearance, he already presents most of the characteristics he will have as a man. That is not to say that Tom does not change: he changes greatly as he matures. But the man is readily visible in the boy.

As a boy Tom is already strict with his sister, and fully convinced that it is for her own good. He is equally convinced that he can do no wrong. He sets his own standards of conduct, and so long as he maintains them he feels no pangs of conscience. And he always maintains his own standards. The fact that these often give pain to others — chiefly Maggie — is no concern of his.

His father's bankruptcy is the central event in Tom's life. Before it, he is a boy. After it, he is a man. The change is abrupt, but it is thoroughly convincing, for only a slight shift in values, and a slight increase in self-confidence, is involved. Tom the man is the same person. He is unimaginative but very clear-sighted. He always considers the possible, and will not look beyond that. Where, as a boy, he had little use for Maggie's imaginative games, now he easily gives up his own dreams of "cutting a fine figure." When the means are removed, the dream goes also.

In some ways Tom seems to have inherited the worst of both sides of his family. He has the Dodson strictness and respect for property, but not the strong feeling of kinship. He has his father's hard-headedness, his belief in himself, and his tendency to remember grudges; but he has none of his father's warmth and generosity. He cannot comprehend the nature of his father's charge to "care for the little wench." He sees "care" in terms of money and property, as would his mother's family, rather than thinking of love and kindness.

Only at the very end, when it is already too late, does Tom come to see that he has overlooked a large part of life. But that recognition brings him to a momentary reunion with Maggie before they die together.

The Dodson Sisters
Mrs. Glegg, Mrs. Pullet, Mrs. Deane, and Mrs. Tulliver are recognizably members of the same family, even without their own constant reminders of that fact. All of them give allegiance to the same code for living, a code based on respect for property and strict maintenance of tradition. But each of the four has personal traits which mark her out from the others. With Mrs. Pullet it is her extreme care for personal possessions and her mild hypochondria and interest in the diseases of other persons. Mrs. Tulliver has the same attitude toward her personal treasures coupled with greater-than-ordinary stupidity. Hers is a mind which runs on a single track. Mrs. Deane is less definitely characterized, but commands respect through the superior wealth and position of her husband. Mrs. Glegg is the one most interested in property, but she pays little attention to her personal goods. Her mind runs more to cash. She is by far the most strict in her observance of the traditional rites and customs. She sets the standards for the rest of the family, who follow as best they can. She is an arrogant woman, but not without virtues of her own. Her shrewdness is always put to good use; and she is the only one, in the end, to whom kinship remains more important than the opinions of society. If she represents the Dodson code at its worst — egoistic, grasping, and uncharitable — she epitomizes the best side as well.

The Dodson code is slightly exaggerated for comic effect. Yet all the sisters remain human; they are not caricatures. The code which underlies their actions presents a standard of human conduct. However erroneous it may seem at times, it nevertheless offers a consistent and believable reference point for the actions of that side of Maggie's family.

Stephen Guest
He is alone among the major characters in being essentially described, rather than shown to be what the author wishes him to be. By description he is handsome, witty, and a powerful personality. However, he appears as a bit of a fop, a fine young gentleman who will be of account through his father's fortune, if at all. Stephen suffers from having to be the chosen object of the love of the main character in the novel. He cannot be developed at the expense of that character, and consequently he tends to be underdone.

He never quite measures up to Maggie's love. Stephen loves Maggie against his will and his judgment. There can be no doubt of the reality of his love, but he has not the self-sacrificing nature of Maggie and Philip. By contrast with them he appears selfish. Yet he cannot be considered a cad, for his love brings him real suffering.

Lucy Deane
She is in most ways a contrast to Maggie. As a child she is all the things Maggie is not: she is quiet, well-behaved, neat, and not over-intelligent. She is "pretty little pink-and-white Lucy," and this remains the basis of her adult character. However, as an adult Lucy takes on considerably more depth. Her reactions and her thoughts are secondary to Maggie's, and as a result they are played down. But she has human reactions and human complexity. Lucy's complexity can be easily overlooked because it is of such a subdued kind, especially in Maggie's presence.

Philip Wakem
He is drawn in more intricate detail than are Stephen and Lucy; he is treated almost as fully as Maggie and Tom. He is perhaps more complex than either of those two. From the first Philip is seen to be talented, kind-hearted, and sensitive. He draws well without lessons; although Tom insults him, he has sympathy for Tom's injury and understands his fear of being crippled; he alone shares Maggie's intense desire for a full life. Indeed, in most ways he appears to be a good match for Maggie. Yet there is something always wrong with Philip. That something is not exactly his deformity, but it is connected with it. The real problem is that Philip is so completely unmanly. There can be no doubt that the author intends this effect; she frequently contrasts Philip's weakness to Stephen's strength and remarks on his feminine sensitiveness. It is this which makes Maggie's temporary love for Philip such an uneasy relationship.

Philip's virtues should not be overlooked. In the end he displays true nobility of character. He makes a sacrifice as great as Maggie's, although less dramatic. And his depth of understanding of other persons is unmatched in the novel: his remarks throw light on many of the other characters. Yet his virtues remain inseparable from his one great weakness.
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