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Abstract of 
George: Eliot and the Westminster Review (M.A.Thesis)' .. , · 

By A.G.Hutcnison. 

The thesis is concerned·with the formative years 
. duri.ng which Marian Evans was associat.ed with the 
influential quarterly, the Westminster' Review, 
first as editor and later as contributor. The w·ork 
attempts primarily to trace the of Miss_ 
·Evans-' ideas, and to set it aga,inat the· background of 
contemporary thought. Her years as journalist represen·t 
the climax of her intellectual career. The does 
not set out to be a critique of the 

. There are three chapters •. In the first the personal= 
and ide;._(.Logical background to her w·ork. with the Review is 
explored; the history of her friendship with John Chapman, 
its proprietor; the previous history of the Review, and. 
the direction in which Miss Evans influenced its . 
editorial policy. .'The influenc·e ·upon Marian Evans of the 
writings of the Historical Critics,·eapecially of Hennell 
and Strauss is considered in detail. · 

Chapter II is concerned with.the nature· of Miss 
·duties, and the interesting new ideas· 

·she ·encountered during her editor ship. · . She was intimately 
·with the philosopher Herbert Spencer, and with 

Harriet Martineau. She read the recently published 
Philosophie Positive by Comte with-interest and. r.eserve. 
She wrote a translation of Feuerbach's Essence of .Christ­

a book which influenced her greatly, and enabled 
her to reconcile a belief in the-validity of. religious 
feelings with an agnostic creed. . 

In the third cha.pter the articles· and ·reviews 
written by Marian Evans between 1854 and·· 1856 and publis-
·hed·in·the Westminster Review. and Vl,lrious other 
icals, are assessed cz•itically. An attempt .is ·made t·o 
establish a coherent picture of Miss Evans' beliefs at· 
the time; her relation to the Feminist 
philosophical beliefs; her on contemporary novels. 
In the Epilogue the relevance of her .. earl_ier work a . 
journaliet to her later w·o·rk novelist is examined • 
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GEORGE ELIOT AND THE WESTMINSTER 
REVIEW· 

CHAPTER 1 . THE BACKGROUND 
The history of Marian Evans' association with John 
Chapman, the proprietor of the 'Westminster Review'. 

On May 1st 1851 the proprietor of the Westminster 
Review, a certain Mr.Hickson, called upon the London 
publisher John Chapman, and asked him he would 
like to buy the Review. An agreement was soon reached, 
and the proprietorship of the Westminster Review or, to 
give it its full title, the Westminster and Foreign 
Quarterly Review passed to Chapman, in whose family it 
remained until it went out of print on the eve of the 
First World War • 

. Marian Evans• connection with Chapman had begun 
before he became proprietor 9f the Westminster Review. 
It was he who in 1846 had published her translation of 

Das Leben Jesu. It is almost certain that she 
met him when she went to London in May 1846 to see her 
friend Sara Henne111 about the proofs of her translation. 
A letter she wrote to Sara Hennell in February of the 
following year contains an interesting allusion to 
Chapman, and suggests that she knew him sufficiently 
well to be alive to his faults. After mentioning 

1sara Hennell was the sister of Mrs Caroline Bray and 
Charles Hennell. She was seven years older than Marian 
Evans, and was one of her closest frie:p.ds. She was 
cultured and intelligent, and a prolific writer. She 
helped Miss Evans to correct the manuscripts of the 
Strauss and Feuerbach translations. 
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Chapman in a business connection she wrote, 
"I hope !VIr. Chapman will not mis"Qehave_, but he was 
always too much of the interesting gentleman to 
please me. _Men must not attempt to be interesting:\ 
on any_ lower terms· than a fine poetical genius." "'< 

It is easy to 1 imagine why the · 'seri·ous souled 
translator of Strauss should not at once have appreciated 
the flamboyant charms of this hands.ome 'Byron' of a 
publisher. The character and career of the 'interesting 

' gentleman were both extraordinary. He was the son of a 
druggist, born near Nottingham when Marian Evans was 
just two years old. After a spell as a watchmaker's 
apprentice he ran away to.Australia where he claimed to 
have made and lost a fortune. He returned to England 
and have studied medicine at St. Bartholomew's.­
Although he did not qualify as a doctor at this 
did practise as a In 1843 he married Susanna 
Brewitt, the daughter of a Nottingham lace manufacturer. 
The marriage brought him money and enabled him, in the 
same year, to buy publishing business, and to 
publish ·a book he had just written: 

"Human Nature: a Philosophical Exposition of the 
Divine Institution of Reward and Punishment which 
Obtains in the Physical, Intellectual, and Moral 
Constitutions of Man: ••• " 

Chapman inherited from Green a quarterly Review, the 
Christian Teacher, a Unitarian publication which was 
rechristened in 1845 the Prospective Review. He was the 
main publisher for Unitarian in the country. He 
published religious and philosophical works called by 

1Letters, 1 p.231. G.E. to Sara Hennell 28 Feb 1847 
The whole passage is' lightly overscored. 
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Carlyle 11 Liberalisms, 'Extant It was 
characteristic of his sympathy with 'progressive'thought 
that he published Marian Evans' ·translation of Strauss. 
During Miss Evans '..t association with the Westminster 
Review a serious rift developed between the Unitarians 
and the 'progressive' thinkers whose agnosticism was 
repugnant to them. 

Miss Evans had decided to lodge with ·Chapman before 
there was any suggestion of his taking over the Westminster 
Review. The emotionally unsettled state of mind which 
drove her to seek a new life in an interesting 
prelude to her work for the Westminster Review. The 
motive for her move to London was personal security 
rather than intellectual opportunity •. When her father 
died in May 1849, Miss Evans, who had nursed him with 
loving care through his last illness found herself, for 
the first time in her life, free from family ties. 

1 Letters of Thomas Carlyle to John Stuart· Mill, John 
Sterling, and Robert Brow-ning, ed. Alexander Carlyle, 
(1923) p.288. 
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1 The good-natured Charles Bray suggested a trip te the 
continent to recruit his protege, who was exhausted by 
the long ordeal. That she should have chosen t.o stay on 
in Geneva (she did not return until March 18th 1850) 
sugges-ts that convalescence was not her only need. She 
evidently felt that she must isolate herself from the 
hospitality of the Bray family, and come to some 
decision about her future. Hitherto family duties had 
kept her by her father's side. She was now thirty-one 
years old she was fre·e, but there was no immediate 

1charles Bray (born 1811) was the son of a prosperous 
Coventry ribbon manufacturer. He succe.eded his father 
in the business in 1835· His family was strictly 
evangelical, but Qharles' early reading included such 
rationalist and psychological works as Bentham's 
Deontology and George Combds In 1836 Bray 
married Caroline Henne11·, sister of Charles Hennell the 
author of the IRquiry. Rosehill, the house on the out­
skirts of Coventry which Bray bought in 1840, became a 
centre for anyone of odd or outlandish ideas who was in 
the district. Marian Evans first visited Rosehill in 
November 1841. She developed a close friendship with 
the Brays, and with Sara Hennell. (The majority of 
the letters quoted here are written to Sara or the Brays). 
Bray's kindly and.convivial nature, his active and 
divertingly eccentric mind, and his interesting visitors 
combined to make Marian Evans regard Rosehill as a 
second home. 

Bray bought a local newspaper the Coventry Herald 
in 1846. Miss Evans' first work as a journalist 
appeared in this paper. 

The influence of Bray on. Miss Evans' thought is 
considered below. 

For more details about Bray see Marian Evans and 
George Elio! by L.& E. Hans0n, Chapter v. 
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prospect of marriage. Keenly conscious as she was of 
her own lack of physical beauty, she may well have felt 
that she would remain always a spinster. 

The letters she wrote on her return shew her to 
have been·_:_ ±n a restless and dissatisfied state of mind. 
Like Dorothea Brooke, and so many of the women in her 
novels, she ardently longed to immerse herself in some 
great enterprise, and yet she was diffident 
and insecure. She wrote to Sara Hennell on March 26th 
1850 

"I want you, dear, to scold me and make-·-··ine good. 
I am idle and naughty - on ne peut plus - sinking 
into h_eathenish ignorance and woman's frivolity 1 -remember you are_ one of my guardian angels." 
The almost puritanical contempt of 'woman's 

indicates that although she longed to loved 
and needed, she had no intention of marrying and 
settling down to a conventional life of quiet domest­
icity. 

She was and undecided as to her 
future. Her obligations to her father had hampered her, 
but she now found that the very freedom from binding 
personal ties was a source of worry and insecurity. On 
the fourth of April 1850 she wrote 

1 

"My return to England is anything but joyous to me, 
for old associations are rather painful than other­
wise to me. We are apt to complain of the weight 
of duty, but when it is taken from us, and we are 
left at liberty to choose for ourselves, 2we find 
that the old life was the -easier one." 

Letters; 1,332 
2Letters, 1,333. G.E. to Martha Jackson, 4th April 1850. 
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A week later she wrote to Sara Hennell enquiring 
about Mr Chapman's prices for lodgers, and asking if she 
knew of any other boarding houses in London. Half 
pettishly, half in earnest, she resolved to lead a life 
of bohemian independence 

"I am determined to sell everything I possess except 
a portmanteau and carpet-bag and the necessary 
contents and be a stranger and a foreigner on the 1 earth for ever more." 

In October Miss Evans renewed her acquaintance with her 
prospective landlord. He and Mackay2 paid a visit to 
Rosehill where she was staying. It was during their 
visit that she was asked to review new book 

(published by Chapman) The Progress-of the Intellect. 
Her impressions of Chapman must have. been more favourable 
this time, for the following month she-went for a two 
week trial visit to his home in the Strand, In a letter 
to the Brays3 she gives an interesting of her 
life in London. She was throwing.herself wholeheartedly 
into the intellectual life of the capital. She went to 
a lecture on the magnetism of oxygen, dined with Mackay, 

. 4 
and was attending Professor F.W.Newman's lectures on 

1Letters 1, 335, G.E. to Sara Hennell, 11th April 1850. 
The bohemian dream was almost realized later, when G.E. 
left the country with G.H.Lewis. 
2Robert William Mackay (1803-1882) published his most 
elaborate work, The Progress in 1850. 
It was the first of a number of works he wrote on 
theological topics. His books were remarkable for their 
thorough research into detail. As a theologian Mackay 
followed Baur and Strauss. 
3Letters, 1, 341, 28 January 1851 
4 . He was the brother of John Henry Newman. 
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Geometry at the Ladies' College. 
Although she was making every effort to.prevent her­

se-lf sinking into 'heathenish ignorance' her life was not 
free from 'woman's frivolity'. Chapman resembled Byron 
not only in·his strikingly good looks, but in his 

-keeping a mistress, one Elizabeth Tilley, who was 
ostensibly the housekeeper. The trois appar­
ently worked quite well, but the appearance of a third 
young admirer in the person of Marian Evans _proved to be 
an insuperable complication. She had been giving her 
landlord German lessons, and before long Chapman confided 
to his diary that Susannah and Elizabeth were of the 
opinion that Miss Evans and he were "completely in love 
with one another". Their jealousy of the young provincial 
intellectual compelled Miss Evans to return to Coventry 
on March 24th. A somewhat furtive entry (the first 
sentence was deleted) in Chapman's diary for that day, 
can leave no doubt that Marian Evans had fallen in love 
with Chapman. 

"I told her that I felt great affection for her, 
but that I loved E. and S. also, though each in 
a different way. At this avowal ·she burst into 
tears. I tried to comfort her, and reminded her of 
the dear friends and pleasant home she was returning 
to, -·but the train whirled her away very very sad.-" 
. 1 
It was just over a month later ·;;that Hickson called 

on Chapman to offer him the proprietorship of the 

1on May 5th J.C. received a letter from Hickson "making 
it almost certain that I shall become proprietor of the 
Westminster." Hickson originally asked £350 ·for ·the 
Review, ·but J offer of £300 was accepted. The deed 
of sale was not signed until Oct 8th 1851. 
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Westminster Review. The fortunes of the Review-were at 
a low ebb at this time, and it was certain that it 
would require a great effort to restore to it its former 
high reputation. Chapman with his want of feeling for 
English style and his limited academic ability lacked the 
qualities necessary for an editor of a prominent review. 
Furthermore he was already very busy running his pub­
lishing business. The proprietorship of the Prospective 
Review must have consumed much of his time. The financial 
side of his business was far from satisfactory. A_month 
before he came to an agreement with Hickson he complained 

"I feel very anxious for an efficient assistant on 
many accounts. I am weary and unable to get through 
the business which now necessarily devolves upon 1 

Miss Evans with her wide knowledge of and with 
progressive thought was an obvious choice as an assistant. 
Her review of Mackay's book shewed that she could write 
well, and that she had vision and discretion as_. a critic. 
He had already persuaded her to help him with an 
Analytical Catalogue of· Ii/lr Chapman 1 s publications. 2: 
Nevertheless he could not rely on her continued co-opera­
tion. There is a note of self-righteousness and offended 
pride in the letter she wrote him on 4th April. 

"If I continue it (the Catalogue) it will be with 
the utmost repugnance, and only on the understanding3 that I shall accept no remuneration. 11 

Chapman was certainly in no position to ask favours of 
Marian Evans, and determined to edit the Westminster 

1J.C. Diary April 12th 1851 
was published in June 

3I:etters,l, 348, G't.E. to J.C. 4th April 1851 
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Review himself. He noted in his diary for May 23rd that 
George Combe was 11very· glad to learn that I intended to 
be chief editor of the review myself. 11 Four days later 
he was in Coventry where he found Miss Evans 11 shy calm 
and affectionate." The next day N!.iss Evans and he 
returned early from an amateur concert in;:.order to begin 
the Prospectus for his newly acquired Review. The day 
after 

"She agreed t.o write the article on foreign 
literature for each Number of the Westminster which 
I am very glad of. Wrote the greater part of the 
Prospectus1today, and then gave it to M.(arian) to 
finish." 
A week after Chapman had declared his resolve to be 

chief editor himself, he wrote of Marian Evans as "an 
active co-operator with me in Editing the Westminster. 11 

On the second of June he recorded that 11 M. is going 
without dinner in-order to progress rapidly with the 
Prospectus." 2 She finished the first draft that night 
and read it to him. He "liked it extremely as a whole" 
and "after some alterations at my suggestion I sent it to 
the press." 3 

When he returned to London on June 9th, matters were 
more or less settled. Miss Evans' coldness towards him 
had thawed and they had made a "solemn and holy vow 11 to 
"bind us to the right. 4 

1 
2J.C. 29th 1851 

3
J.C. Diary,2nd June 

4J.g. Diary,3rd June 
-J; Diary, 5th June 
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Miss Evans, who had never had any illusions about 
Chapman's serious lack of feeling for, and· inability to 
write, good prose, had evidently convinced him that he 
was not the person to edit the Review. It seems that 
Chapman could not trust himself to write even the 
Prospectus. Miss evident interest and ability 
must have persuaded Chapman that her assistance in editing 
the Westminster Review would be most valuable: so 
valuable that he was willing to break with all precedent 
and employ a woman as editor, and, what probably touched 
him more nearly, to risk losing his own peace of mind by 
inviting back the third woman who had already proved such 
a dangerous catalyst in his potentially unstable house-· 
hold. In a letter (now lost) Chapman asked the 'active 
co-operator' to become 'nominal editor'. Miss Evans 
.accepted: 11 ! am quite willing to agree to your pro­
position about the nominal editorship, or anything else 
really for the interest of the Review. 111 The Westminster 
Review was a famous and well-established quarterly with 
a strongly medical ide.ological tradition. In order to 
see the direction in which Miss Evans influenced the Review, 
and how far she maintained its radical bias, it is 
necessary to consider the past history of the periodical. 

The previous history of Review. 
The first number of the Westminster Review was issued 

in January 1824, when Marian Evans was just five years old. 
The Review was founded by Jeremy Bentham, the father of 
English Utilitarian thought. He had reached the age of 

1 Letters,!, 351, G.E. to J.C. 2nd June 1851 
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67 without securing a large following, and had decided 
that it to set about the systematic propagation 
of his ideas. Bentham financed the enterprise himself, · 
and offered the Editorship to James Mill, one of his main 
disciples. Because of his India House appointment, James 
Mill was obliged to decline the offer, and the editor­
ship went to Mr (later Sir John) Bowring, an ardent 
admirer of Bentham's ideas. 

The Westminster Review was founded when the influence 
of the periodical was at· its greatest. In 1824 the field 
was dominated by the two giants, the Edinburgh Review 
and the Quarterl;y Review. The influence of the great 
reviews on the intelligent reading public to which they 
appealed was colossal. Their influence on public taste 
has been likened to that of the Academia in France. Lord 
Cockburn's description of the effect of the first number 
of the Edinburgh is enlightening: 

"It taught the public to think. It opened people's 
eyes. It gave them periodically the most animated 
and profound discussions on every interesting 
subject that the1greatest intellects in the kingdom 
could supply." 
Although the politics and philosophy of the Westminster 

Review were sharply opposed to the Whig politics of the 
Edinburgh and the staunch toryism of the Quarterly, in its 
form it owed much to its preecessors. Like them it was 
very long (nearly 300 pages with 10 long reviews and 6 to 
10 shorter notices), and was issued quarterly. It 
resembled them al·so in being closely aligned_ with a . 

1Quoted in Scrutiny Vol.Vl, No.1, The Great Reviews 
by R.G.Cox. 
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political creed. 
Literary criticism was a feature of the great Reviews 

of the period, but in all of them it was coloured by the 
political bias of the Review. The determined stand made 
by the more conservative reviewers against Wordsworth 
and the younger generation of Romantic poets is notorious. 

Like the Edinburgh and the Qtlarterly, the Westminster 
devoted some space to literary criticism. Henry Southern 1 

was literary editor. Literature which did not actively 
propagate Utilitarian ideas was not kindly looked upon 
by the early Radicals. Bentham spoke 
slightingly of 'literary insignificancies' and J.S.Mill 
records in his Autobiogra);!!l.y that he dismissed all poetry 
as 'misrepresentation', The antipathy to literature which 
was primarily ornamental is largely to explained by 
the radical bias of the Review; the pursuit of literature 
was regarded with suspicion as an aristocratic pastime:;-_ 

-· 
The Utilitarian,'s followed Plato in realizing that 

""' literature could have a morally bad effect. In general, 
poetry, novels, and even music were valued in so far as 
they tended to promote the greatest happiness of the 
greatest number. However valid the Utilitarian philosophy, 
the quality of the literary criticism inevitably suffered. 

The editors of the Westminster Review shared with the 
editors of the other great Reviews a determination that 
the Review should have a definite and consistent policy 

1Henry Southern (1799-1853) is chiefly remembered for 
having founded the Retrospective Review in 1820. He 
spent much of his life in the diplomatic service. 
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which would be promulgated by each and every individual 
contributor. Bowring wrote 

"the Westminster Review must speak the opinions of 
the Westminster Reviewer, and not the opinions of 
any individual when those opinions1differ from. those 
of the Westminster Review!" · 

The editors maintained absolute control, and preserved 
the right not only to reject, but even to 'correct' or 
alter what they th<?ught fit. They were the guardians, 
and their rule was absolute. The excellence of the 
Review therefore depended directly upon their diligence 
and ability. 

It was a feature of all the great Reviews that all 
articles should be unsigned and anonymous. Essays and 
reviews were put forward not as the opinions of a single 
erring mortal, ·but as the infallible utterance of the 
Review as a whole. It wou;t.d seem that the practice of 
leaving all articles unsigned was responsible to a large 
degree for the great authority the Reviews had with their 
readers. And there was a reassuring finality in the use 
of the plural 'we' • 

. The form of the early Westminster was conventional, 
but its policy was strident B.:nd challenging. James Mill's 
article in the first number was a veritable bombshell. 

"So formidable an attack on the Whig party and policy 
had never before been made; nor so great a blow been 2 .. ever struck, in this country, for Radicalism; ...•• 11 

· · 

There gathered round the nascent Review a little knot of 
sectar.ian young men who, taking as their creed 1 the 

1Quoted by G.L.Nesbitt, Benthamite Reviewing,(l934) p.l34 
2J.S. Mill, AutobiograEhz, Ch.lV p.79 (World's Classic's Ed.) 
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greatest happiness of the greatest number', zealously 
aimed at becoming a 'school' like the French 'Philosophefs' 
of the eighteenth century. The bias of the early 
Westminster Review was strongly political. There was a 
great faith in representative government and in complete 
freedom of discussion. Hereditary and aristocratic 
institutions were strongly criticised, as was the estab­
lished church. There was however littl.e criticism of 
Christianity as such, probably because Bowring himself was 
prominent in Unitarian circles. Free trade was strongly 
uphe]:d. 

The attitude of the Review towards women's rights 
was enlightened. It held from the beginnin.g that women 
should have equal political rights wi tb men. "EveryJ._·re.asrin 
which exists for giving the suffrage to anybody, demands 
that it should not be withheld from women." 

1 
Furthermore 

it was in favour of increased freedom in the personal 
relations between the sexes, which it held. would lead not 
to sexual but to a balanced appreciation that 
the physical relation is not the most iinportant. Sexual 
morality was relegated to a position among the virtues 
"which are of least importance to It was held 
that women should become"our companions and cooperators 
in intellectual pursuits."2 

In Psychology the influence of Hartley clearly seen. 
The Review believed in 

"the formation of all human character by circu.ntstances, 

jJ.S.Mill, Autobiography, Ch.lV. 
Nesbitt, Benthamite_geviewing, p.90. 
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through the universal Principle of Association, and 
the consequent unlimited possibility of improving 
the moral and1intellectual cond·i tion· of mankind by 
education. 11 

The mention of 'improvement-!; highlights what is at once 
one of. the most important of the assumptions of the Review, 
and yet, because of its omnipresence, one of the most 
easily overlooked. The Westminster Reviewers were the first 
no attempt systematically to spread the idea of pr0gress. 
There was an optimistic belief in the almost boundless 
improveability of the human lot. 

In 1828 the Westminster Review was sold to Colonel 
Thomas Perronet Thompson who had previously assisted 
Bowring to edit the Periodical. The sale was secretly 
negotiated by Bowring, and James Mill ano his .son John 
Stuart withdrew their support as a protest against what 
they considered dishonourable conduct. Jeremy Bentham died 
in 1832 and the Review inevitably lost impetus by the death 
of its leader. In 1834 Sir William Molesworth proposed 
to start a new Review, the London Review, providing that 

would agree to act as editor. Two years later 
Molesworth bought the Westminster Review which he 
amalgamated with the London Review. Between 1834 and 1840 
J.S.Mill records that· 11 the conduct of this Review occupied 
the greater part of my spare time. 11 2. The Review was still 
intended to express the views of the Philosophical Radicals, 
but J.S.Mill was moving away from Bentham's narrower 
Utilitarianism. Although the old doctrines still formed 
the staple of the Review, he wanted it to express his 

Autobiography, p.91 
Autobiography, p.l69 
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own shade of opinion which had a width of sympathy and 
tolerance unknown in the early days. To this end he 
boldly abaRdoned the magisterial and august anonymity, 
and made it "one of the peculiarities of the work that 
every article should bear an initial, or some other 
signature." 1 

In 1840 the Review was transfered to Hickson, a 
retired shoe manufacturer who had been "a frequent and 
very useful unpaid eontributor" under J.S.Mill's 
management. In Hickson's time the practice of publishing 
contributions anonymously was reintroduced. Hickson 
strove hard to maintain the standards of the Review, 
editing and contributing reviews gratuitously. But he 
offered a lower scale of payment to contributors than 
previous proprietors (all of whom had lost financially 
on the Review) and the Review suffered a decline in 
quality during the decade of his proprietorship. 

The editorial policy of John Chapman and Marian Evans. 
The Westminster-Review was founded to propagate a 

definite social ideal and to popularise the doctrines of 
the Philosophical Radicals. This programme gave it homo­
geneity and sit.r.e!ng;th.of purp_ose. The subsequent history 
of the Review-up "till the when Chapman became 
proprietor shews no decisive change of policy, but a 

·gradual abandonment of Benthamism in its raw extremes, and 
a widening of tolerance especially towards literature and 
the arts. This widening of the aims of the Review gave 

p.l69 
Alexander Bain records in his Biography of James Mill, 
(1882), that in the early days contributors were paid 
10 guineas a sheet. 
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it a greater comprehensiveness, but it lost the incisive 
andacity of the early numbers. 

The Prospectus which was printed at the beginning of 
Miss Evans' first number of the Westminster Review 
(January 1852), is a most intere·sting document, indicating 
as it does the complete eclipse of Bentham's slogan "the 
greatest happiness of the greatest number" and adopting 
as the "fundamental principle" an idea which had alwa,ys 
been characteristic of the Review, but which now assumed 
new importance: the Law of Progress. 

"The fundamental principle of the work will be the 
recognition of the Law of Progress. In conformity 
with this principle, and with the c·onsequent 
conviction that attempts at reform - though modified 
by the experience of the past and the conditions of 
the present - should be directed and animated by an 
advancing ideal, -the Editors will maintain a steady 
comparison of the actual with the possible, 1as the 
most powerful stimulus to improvement." 

But the editors are quick to deny any revolutionary 
_sympathies with swift and sweeping reforms, holding 

"the institutions of man, no less than the products 
of nature, are strong and durable in proportion as 
they are the results of a gradual development •.• " 

As we shall see this belief that social change should be 
slow and organic rather than planned and swiftly imple­
mented is a feature of the new Review, and of Miss Evans' 
own contributions. 

The radical political bias of the Review was still 
prominent, but less uncompromising than it had been in 
the early numbers. Gradual reform rather than sweeping 

1This and the following quotations are taken from the 
revised draft of the Prospectus which was printed in the 
Westminster Review for January 1852. 



18 

WAf . 
change called for. The Review is intended to shew how 
far the teachings of politico-economic science "may be 
sustained and promoted by the actual character and culture 
of the people." The editors realized that an organ of 
progress consistently piedge itself to a definite 
political creed, but they did venture to declare their 
support f0r the f0llowing reforms; a progressive extension 
of the suffrage "in proportion as the people become fitted 
for using it, with a view to its ultimate universality; ... 
the extension to all oar Colonies of a Local Constitutional 
Government; 11 free trade in every department of commerce, 
and a radical reform in the Administration of Justice. 
They also declared their intention of supporting a thorough 
revisal of the Ecclesiastical Revenues, which should be 
fairly used 11 in promoting the intellectual and spiritual 
advancement of the people." 

In'the treatment of religious questions the editors 
pledged themselves to 

"unite a spirit of reverential sympathy f.or the 
cherished associations of pure and elevated minds" 
(Bentham would n0t have approved of this) "with an 
uncompromising pursuit of truth. The elements of 
ecclesiastical authority and of dogma will be fear­
lessly examined, and the results of the most 
advanced Biblical Criticism will be discussed with­
out reservation." The editors are explaining tact-

fully but unequiv0cally their intention to discuss the 
fundamental issues of religious belief, topics which the 
preponderance of Unitarian thinkers had made taboo in 
the early A few years later the 
atheistic tendency of the Review was to become a bone of 
contention between the still powerful Unitarian faction 
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(headed by James Martineau), and the progressive agnostic 
thinkers. Acrimonious disagreement on this is·sue was one 
factor which helped to decide Miss Evans to relinquish 
the editorship. 

Although it would be unwise to infer the state of 
her own ideas ;from a declaration of editorial policy ·she 
wrote in collaboration with another, it is clear that the 
Prospectus was broadly in harmony with Miss Evans' beliefs. 
One wouad expect the translator of Strauss to stress the 
importance and relevance of works of Biblical 
Criticism. The-unusual mixture of boldness and caution, 
of a faith in progress and reform, and an anxiety not 
break the cherished associations of the past is also 
peculiarly characteristic of Miss Evans' thought at the 
time. Her influence on the policy of the Review was 
probably considerable. 

In order to understand more fully Miss Evans' own 
creed at the time it is necessary to consider some aspects 
of the peculiarly mid-nineteenth century 'progressive' 
thought with which she became so closely associated, and 
to attempt to indicate the ways in which she was influ­
enced by 'progressive' thinkers. 

Marian Evans andi Historicail• Criticism. 
When she became editor of the Westminster 
Evans was pledging herself to support and 

many of the new ideas which had been born in 
her lifetime. It had been a time of intellectual 
exuberance. During these years the modern approach to the 
study of History was born and the Bible was shewn to be 
a historical document relating to the life and beliefs of 
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a primitive people, not the infall.ible w.ord of God. The 
works of the Geologists exploded the old-fashioned view 
that time begun with the Biblical 'Creation', and proved 
that the world was millions of years older than Adam. The 
motive force, the seminal idea behind these manifold 
advances was an extension of the application of the idea 
of empirical law into spheres of thought to which it had 
not formerly been applied. 

The new movement has its roots i.n the empirical and 
rationalist tradition of seventeenth century thought. It 
shews an almost confidence in scientific 
experimental method, combined into a scorn of metaphysical 
speculation. The extension of the concept of law, 
previously applied mainly to scientific investigations inDo 
the nature of physical phenomena, to the study of history 
and geology necessitated a change in the nature of the 
concept itself. What has previously been a static 
principle· of empirical generalization used to analyse 
the observed phenomena of the physical universe, becomes 
by its application to the organic changing fields of the 
history of the earth and its hU.ma.n, animal and vegetable 
life, a dynamic evolutionary principle. During these 
years the concepts of Progress and Evolution became 
prominent. 

The historical critic seeks to understand a phenomenen 
by tracing its history. He assumes that the present is 
related to the past by inexorable laws of cause and effect. 
In this view sudden, freakish or events are 
discounted. Change is seen to be slow and organic and 
predictable, and it is the task of the investigator to 
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reveal the laws which govern it. No event is isolated -
each is conceived as part of a larger process. George 
Brimley, writing in 1855, sums up the new spirit. The age 
was one 

"when absolute and universal solutions are sought, 
not only for physical phenomena, but also for mental 
and social, -when not only the movements of 
heavenly bodies andi. the complex relations of the 
constituent elements of organic matter, but the 
course of thought, the growth, decay, and character 
of states, - a word, the whole life of the indiv­
idual, and the collective life of humanity, are 
supposed to be traceable1to the orderly operation of 
fixed principles." 
The new historical criticism2: made itself felt in 

many fields of thought. Its were felt most keenly 
when its critical technique was applied to the Bible, for 
here it threatened not only to cause grave doubts about 
the· authority of what was popularly considered to be the 
divine word of God; it was feared that in so doing it 
might undermine morality itself. Thus the new criticism, 
when it was applied to the Bible, grew from being a 
purely academic matter, and assumed the proportions of a 
major public concern. The debate spread from the privacy 
of the study to the publicity of the pulpit. 

The first rumblings were heard when Lyell published 
his .'Principles of Geology (1830-33), a work almost 
certainly read by Miss Evans. The book undermined the 

1George Brimley, Essays, (1855) pp.85-6. 
21:t should perhaps be emphasized that historical cri tic.ism 

was not specifically English in origin. The origins of 
the new movement are to be found in the works of Lessing, 
Herder, Niebuhr and Savigny. 
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orthodox idea that the world and its various species had 
been created by a succession of catastrophes caused by 
divine interference. Lyell postulated that the world was 
vastly older than had been supposed and shewed that its 
present state could better be explained by a uniformitarian 
theory which assumes no sudden cataclysmic event, but 
adopts the more rational explanation that it was caused 
by the gradual and operation of fixed causes.· 
The book put forward the natural explanation for phenomena 
previously believed to have been due to supernatural 
agency. 

Miss Evans had certainly read Nichol's Architectur! 
of the Heavens (1841) which reinforced and supplemented 
Lyell's argument. Another of the most influential works 
was Robert Chambers' Vestiges of the Natural_ History of 
Creation (1844). Chambers accepted Lyell' a· theory but: 
took it further. He was prepared to admit the possibility 
that life itself might be a development of inorganic 
matter, and that mankind need not be believed to have 
been created by God. The book provoked a violent reaction. 
It was attacked from many sides. It is, however, 
significant that it was welcomed by the Westminster Review! 

Lyell and Chambers were both very anxious not to 
damage religious faith. They were writing as scienti.sts, 
not as theologians •. But it was not long before the 
authenticity of the Bible became the focus of the debate. 
German scholars had already subjected the Bible to a pains­
takingl¥ thorough historical ·investigation, applying to 
it the most advanced methods of textual criticism. They 
had shewn that it was full of errors, exaggerations and 
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inconsistencies. Reimarus interpreted the whole Bible as 
an example of human depravity and error. Scleiermacher 
cast doubt on the authenticity of all gospels but that of 
St.John. Since German scholars had already criticised the 
Bible with such it was quite natural that 
the introduction of Biblical criticism into this country 
should have been largely a matter of translating the 
relevant works into the language, and 0f making them 
available to English readers. 

There was however one work of English authorship 
which, although concerned with matters already investigated 
by German scholars·, was written in ignorance of their work. 
This was Charles Hennelts An InquirY concerning the Origin 
of Christianity published in 1.1838. It was this book which 
was chiefly instrumental in provoking Miss Evans to 
challenge the beliefs of her orthodox religious upbringing. 
She became acquainted with the author - Charles 
Bray's brother-in-law. Hennell began the book 

"with the expectation that, at least, the principal 
miraculous facts supposed to lie at the 
of Christianity would be found to be impregnable; 
but it was continued with a gradually increasing 
conviction that the account of life 
Jesus Christ, and of the spread of his religion, 
would be found to contain no deviation from the known 
laws of nature, nor to require, for their explanation, 
more than the operation of human and feelings, 
acted upon by the peculiar circumstances of the1age 
and country whence the religion originated." 
The method of the work, "a laborious method of sifting 

2? and examining" -was par excellence the method of 

1Charles C.Hennell, An In uir Concernin the Ori in of 
Christianity, 1838, hereafter referred to as the Inguirl), 
Preface, p.lll-lV. 2rnguirz .Preface, p.lV. 
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historical criticism. In his· critical assessment the 
author took into account the date of the text, the general 
character of the author, and his peculiarities as a writer. 
He.compared his account of an event with the accounts 
given by later writers, and how far it was 
consistent with historical records. 

Close examination shewed that many of the 
supposedly miraculous events were in fact capable of a 
natural explanation (German critics had reached the same 
conclusion); and yet the -tone of the book was not pessi­
mistic. Hennell admits that (for instance) the doubts he 
has about the authenticity of the Resurrection 
11 that a state is thereby rendered a matter of 
speculation instead of certainty. 11 1 But this is 
what he says _about the disappearance of Jesus• body: 

11The disappearance of the body of the crucified 
Nazarene •••. shrinks into a comparatively poor 
aildi .trifling incident when we· approach for close 
inspection: but the sublime views which it was in 
part occasion of bringing forth, and the moral 
revolution which it continued to promote, are2in 
themselves deeply interesting facts, ••. 11 

Throughout his book, Hennell is careful to suggest that 
a rejection of many of the miraculous incidents of the 
Bible in no way prejudices the truth of Christian 
morality. This belief was shared by Evans and many 
other agnostic'thinkers of the day. Although the spirit 
of the work is frankly even agnostic, the author 
hesitated, indeed decline.&, to push his arguments to their 

1Inquiry p.l53 
2Inquiryp.l53 
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t 1 1 · Th" f t f . na ura cone a ea ure o .... 
writers of this period, and is to be accounted for by the 
fact that to the majority of people, the words and stories 
of the Bible· were closely associated with the fuadamentals 
of morality. It was feared that to destroy faith in the 
former would undermine the latter, aad lead to moral 
anarchy. There JY!IJ a reticence, similar to Hennell 's, in ..... 
the Prospectus of the new Westminster Review. Miss Evans 
herself, though she accepted the main findings of the 
Biblical careful never to undermine religious 
faith. Her reaction to the one c.ontemporary book which 
was frankly atheistic1 was reserved. 

Miss Evans' own contribution-to the new Biblical 
Criticism was a distinquished one, for it was she who 
translated D.F.Strauss' Das Leben Jesu into English. 
Strauss was the fairest and most thorough of the German 
Biblical critics ·and Miss Evans' t-ranslation of this out­
standingly important work is said to have become a b-est 
seller. Strauss' though similar in method to 
Hennell's, is distinquished from it by depth and 
thoroughness of scholarship. The spirit of the work is 
humanist. Like the Geologists, and like Hennell, Strauss 
shews that events believed to be supernatural are in fact 
capable of a natural -

"The m;ythical and the allegorical view (as also the 
moral) equally allow that the historian apparently 
relates that which is historical, but they suppose 
him, under the influence of a higher inspiration 

1Atkinson and Martineau, Letters on the Laws of Man's 
Nature and Development, 1851. 


























































































































































































































































































































