Architecture and the Psychological Confinement of Women in The Mill on the Floss


ABSTRACT

This research article examines the interplay between architectural spaces and the psychological confinement of women applying Gaston Bachelard’s phenomenological framework from The Poetics of Space (1958) to George Eliot’s The Mill on the Floss (1860). Bachelard’s conceptualization of architecture as a repository of memory, emotion, and existential meaning provides a critical perspective to examine how domestic and rural spaces in the novel mirror and enforce the gendered oppression of Maggie Tulliver. By flagging Tulliver home, Dorlcote Mill, and the Dodson households, this study argues that Eliot uses architectural imagery to materialize the societal constraints imposed on women in Victorian England. The rigorously designed interiors of these areas with thresholds, walls, and enclosures represent Maggie’s confinement within patriarchal norms suppressing her intellectual curiosity and emotional autonomy. Bachelard’s ideas of “hostile space” and “felicitous space” shed light on the conflict between Maggie’s desire for freedom symbolized by the river Floss and her enforced conformity to societal expectations. The mill, as a crucial symbol of family heritage and economic power, represents the psychological burden of women's oppression, while the river represents an elusive sense of independence. This study reveals how Eliot’s architectural depictions drive as a phenomenological critique of women’s lives by employing the interplay between physical environment and internalized oppression. This research illustrates that The Mill on the Floss presents architecture not only as a setting, but also as a psychological portrait that confines, defines, and contests the possibilities of women agency in a rigidly gendered world.
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