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Part I: Evolving a Doctrine of Sympathy and Duty

Introduction

The many critical works discussing George Eliot’s oeuvre examine the novels from
every conceivable approach, with much opposition and contradiction between critics.
Despite this history of critical opinion, one near-universal belief is that Eliot’s ‘doctrine
of sympathy’ is the major force behind the fiction (Noble 1965; Doyle 1981). It is not
my aim to deny this tradition, but to examine exactly what ‘sympathy’ means. What did
George Eliot consider the nature and function of sympathy to be; what did she intend by
employing it in her novels; and what do the texts still say to readers about sympathy?

Steven Marcus acknowledges:

I had gotten just to the...discussion of the meaning and function of
sympathy in George Eliot, when it struck me that actually I didn’t
know what I was talking about. I had read George Eliot often and
closely enough to believe that I understood what she meant by 1t; and I
had read enough of the comment on her to understand what her

commentators understood her to mean by it, but what in fact was

sympathy itself? (1975, 33).

Every time a critical essay unthinkingly refers to George Eliot’s ‘sympathy’, we need to

ask what is ‘sympathy itsel’? In addition, who administers it in the novels, who
receives it, who does not, and why? What impedes - or encourages - the action of

sympathy? Do the novels advocate sympathy beyond the text, and if so, by what formal
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methods? Finally, does an extended analysis of sympathy approximate to the critics’

unexamined orthodoxy?

A second, generally accepted assumption is that ‘duty’ was an absolute for
George Eliot, although ‘duty’ 1s rarely defined. Many critics see selflessness condoned
in the novels and presented as duty, particularly women’s selflessness. For them, there
is ‘no doubt that Eliot viewed [women’s] self-sacrifices as heroic...women give
themselves to succour those close to them’ (Uglow 1987, 91). However, Eliot’s novels
do not advocate wanton self-sacrifice to any ‘duty’, and such an interpretation is not
viable once the irony and latent readings of her texts are appreciated. This creed of self-
sacrifice is not manifest in Eliot’s own attitudes, particularly after her father’s death
(GEL 11, 97). While she praised the fulfilling of obligations, she demurred at, for
example, ‘a diabolical law which chains a man soul and body t(; a putrefying carcass’
(GEL 1, 268). Here Eliot is referring to Rochester’s marriage to Bertha in Jane Eyre,
but at the time of writing she was ‘chained’ to her dying father. She never complains
directly about father or family. Her father’s demands came before her ‘own pleasure’
(GEL 1, 256, 263), but such self-denial was often difficult (GEL 1, 121, 223-4). This
duty of caring was a chosen moral obligation, yet she clearly understood the
individual’s struggle between egoism and altruism, particularly if an obligation was
neither chosen nor morally valid. This dilemma is repeatedly investigated in her
novels. Sympathy and duty in Eliot’s works demand parallel analysis; their interaction
1s so profound that neither can be adequately investigated in isolation. This thesis will

therefore interrogate the place of duty in Eliot’s work, its nature, function and value,

and its relationship to sympathy.
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As Eliot was aware, sympathy and duty are complex ethical concepts, malleable,
evolved over time, and variously manifested in all aspects of life. Since she inherited
centuries of debate, I first investigate some possible philosophical influences. An
evaluation of Spinoza, Comte, Feuerbach, Spencer and Darwin then follows, analyzing
their views on sympathy, duty and gender for contributions towards Eliot’s own beliefs.
Victorian women such as Eliot were developing their own perspectives and increasingly
questioned their evolving role of ‘Moral Mother’, which demanded ‘sympathy’ and
‘duty’ while excluding them from all definitions and decisions. Eliot’s personal
experience of ‘sympathy’ and ‘duty’ also requires consideration. The main aim of this
work 1s to assess what Eliot’s texts convey regarding sympathy and duty in relation to
the roles and personalities of men and women. This analysis considers her own
intentions, the contextual influences to which the texts were subject, and a re-reading of
the texts from the perspective of current feminist theories of gender and personality
construction, specifically the feminist object-relations theories of Nancy Chodorow and
Carol Gilligan. Eliot’s texts explore and advocate those concepts that are her
‘sympathy’ and ‘duty’ via her characters, themes, narrative structure and form, and via
her increasingly relational yet autonomous narrators. However, what is explored and

advocated escapes Eliot’s control, and the sympathy and duty within the texts may have
quite different meanings for a modern reader. The second part of this work therefore

consists of a close re-reading of Eliot’s novels in relation to these various analyses of

sympathy and duty.

Throughout her life, George Eliot’s letters reflect sympathy as central to her
moral code and art. When writing to Harriet Beecher Stowe in 1869, she suggested that
a more perfect religion ‘must express less care for personal consolation, and a more

deeply-awing sense of responsibility to man, springing from sympathy with that which
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of all things is most certainly known to us, the difficulty of the human lot’ (GEL V, 31).
Further, her review of Wilhelm von Riehl’s books demonstrates her belief in the artist’s
sympathetic role as sacred: “Art is the nearest thing to life; it is a mode of amplifying
experience and extending our contact with our fellow-man’® (Eliot 1992, 263-4).
Published in 1856, this essay is an early public statement of Eliot’s belief that ‘If Art
does not enlarge men’s sympathies it does nothing morally’ (GEL 111, 111) was present
in Eliot’s first published fiction, ‘Amos Barton’, and expanded in letters of 1857 (I,
403) and 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 to feel the pains and the joys

of those who differ from themselves in everything but the broad fact of being struggling

erring human creatures’ (I11, 111),

As Steven Marcus suggests, definitions of sympathy are not easy. Prior to his
definition-crisis, he describes sympathy forcefully as ‘the power of entering into and
sharing the minds of other persons...it is the enabling social sentiment, it is the
sentiment beyond all others of unification and solidarity’. Yet ultimately, Marcus sees
Eliot’s sympathy as a form of social control; he sees it manipulated as her defence
against passion, violence, and a senseless changing world (1975, 36-7). But this is not
my reading. Another critic to consider sympathy central to George Eliot’s fiction is
Houghton, who places her firmly within the mid-Victorian cult of benevolence (1957,
278). For him, Eliot’s texts - unlike those of Dickens - do not descend into
sentimentality because she founds her sympathy on understanding rather than feeling.
Sentimental pity is self-indulgent, ‘whereas George Eliot’s benevolence presupposes a
forgetfulness of self’ (278). Yet while Houghton’s account is perceptive, the notion of
sympathy as self-forgetting denies the mutuality which Marcus’ definition conferred. In

the vanguard of the Eliot scholarship revival, Houghton furthers the myth of her
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sympathy as selflessness.  Noble’s work on Scenes of Clerical Life agrees that
understanding is the true basis of sympathy and is ‘achieved through an imaginative
extenston of the self” (Noble 1965, 63). He argues that in the ‘Scenes’ sympathy is the
emotion that ties and elevates humans, while selfishness and lack of imagination are the
greatest obstacles to sympathy (68). Yet when considering ‘Janet’s Repentance’, Noble
insists - despite the mutuality of Janet and Tryan’s suffering - that ‘selflessness’ must be
‘the goal towards which Janet moves in her struggle for redemption’ (86). Selflessness
is a dimension that critics simply must add. The opening of Chapter 5 of ‘Amos
Barton’ outlines Eliot’s moral approach for Noble (66). The reader is exhorted to a
sympathy and understanding for all lives different from our own and encouraged to
understand, to feel, and then to extend sympathy to others via the imagination.

However, the narrator never asks for, or expects, selflessness.

Few critical works specifically analyse sympathy in the novels. In George Eliot
(1985b), Elizabeth Ermarth aims to remedy misconceptions concerning Eliot’s ‘idea of
community ... the delineation of moral life, the conception of sympathy’ and mistaken
beliefs concerning Lewes’s influence (i). Ermarth concentrates on the influence of
Feuerbach on Eliot’s conception of sympathy and community, and is one of the few to
register the importance of Spinoza’s Ethics. However, the many other influences upon
Eliot are not examined. In ‘George Eliot’s Conception of Sympathy’, Ermarth claims
that Eliot’s ‘sympathy depends absolutely upon a division in the psyche, a split in
consciousness that permits two conflicting views to exist simultaneously. This mental
division is the material of conscience’ (1985(a), 23). Ermarth derives this view from
Feuerbach’s account of the ‘I/Thou’. While Feuerbach talks of man’s self-division
during prayer, and of the ‘thou’ as the other, or alter ego, this state does not constitute a

split psyche (24). Further, 1deas about man’s recognition of himself as part of a species,
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the importance of multiple humanity and the other as part of conscience were already
important to Eliot from the work of Spencer, Spinoza and Adam Smith. It is imperative
to establish the overall influences on Eliot before arriving at conclusions about her
sympathy. Finally, although I concur with Ermarth’s stress on the importance of
difference in Eliot’s works, the free action of sympathy depends on more than ‘the
recognition of difference’ (25). Meanwhile, Mary Ellen Doyle analyses how George
Eliot’s moral aim to encourage sympathy in her readers affects the artistry of her work,
and regards rhetoric as Eliot’s main formal technique. Doyle defines sympathy as:
‘stmple pity’; or ‘a sense of mental or moral compatibility’; and the reader’s
understanding of a character as a result of ‘deep intellectual and imaginative union’
(Doyle 1981, 20, n9). While these distinctions are important, there is little

consideration of Eliot’s own definition of sympathy.

Critic Timothy Pace considers sympathy as central to Eliot’s creed: (‘My own

experience and development deepen every day my conviction that our moral progress
may be measured by the degree in which we sympathize with individual suffering and
individual joy’ [GEL II, 403]), and that the extension of sympathy to her readers via her

art was a major aim (1986). However, he cannot understand the exhortations and

strategies used by Eliot’s narrators to encourage the reader to sympathy. If ‘the single
universal truth supporting [her] creed 1s expressed in Eliot’s insistence on the
individual’s innate capacity for spontaneous sympathy’ (81), then surely this should not
require encouragement. The first question then, is whether Eliot considered sympathy
to be innate and spontaneous, as Pace claims (76). In support of this claim, Pace cites

Eliot’s apparent distinction in her Riehl essay, between a lower and a higher capacity

(77) for sympathy:
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The greatest benefit we owe to the artist, whether painter, poet, or
novelist, is the extension of our sympathies. Appeals founded on
generalizations and statistics require a sympathy ready-made, a moral
sentiment already 1n activity; but a picture of human life such as a
great artist can give, surprises even the trivial and the selfish into that
attention to what 1s apart from themselves, which may be called the

raw material of moral sentiment (Eliot 1992, 263).

This statement deserves closer analysis.

As Pace observes, George Eliot does not claim ‘the power to expand the faculty of
sympathy’ (76); however, I claim she wishes to stimulate it. She aims to develop the
reader’s understanding by providing varied experiences, and to extend imagination by
repeatedly having readers experience, understand and feel. The first sympathy, which,

ad:mcali‘nﬁ }D'Pg;e , F i'ok criHc‘is'es as mechanical and limited — ““sympathy ready-made, a
moral sentimentﬁ already in activity’”” —~ I consider to be capable of understanding and
reasoning, and responding to the more abstract ‘“appeals founded on generalizations
and statistics”’. However, it may lack the feeling and imagination necessary for
sympathy with those who are ‘different’. By contrast, the minds that require ““a picture
of human life such as a great artist can give”’ are the trivial and the selfish minds who
may lack understanding, reason and imagination. They need to be surprised *“into that
attention to what is apart from themselves™, and encouraged towards a sympathetic
imagination which I believe is akin to Spinoza’s ‘intuition’. For Eliot, it was the artist’s
responsibility to stimulate benevolence by arousing the ‘nobler emotions, which make

mankind desire the social right’ (GEL VII, 44). Further on in the Riehl essay she

actually says: ‘We want to be taught to feel’ (1992, 264).



Contrary to Pace’s view, the sympathy George Eliot perceives, even if innate, is
not quick to act in all situations - like Aristotle’s virtues, it requires practice. In ‘Amos
Barton’, when the narrator states, ‘I wish to stir your sympathy with commonplace
troubles’, the intention 1s to encourage. Pace’s Hegelian claim that Eliot had an ‘ideal
of an immediately-felt sympathy [which] establishes for her the reality of a vital
collective existence for human beings’ (77) is excessive. Crediting Eliot with a belief in
spontaneous pan-sympathy is dangerous; even Comte accepted that the altruistic virtues
needed to be cultured and exercised. When discussing Dickens’ work, Eliot describes
as a ‘miserable fallacy’ the idea that ‘the working classes are in a condition to enter at
once into a millennial state of altruism, wherein everyone is caring for everyone else,

and no one for himself” (Eliot 1992, 265). Eliot does regard sympathy as paramount
and employs her work to encourage it. However, what exactly her sympathy constitutes
is still problematic. If she considers it innate, it obviously requires stimulation and
practice, and it is questionable whether she regards any group, such as women or the
working classes, as having a monopoly on sympathy. I aim to demonstrate that she
requires a sympathy by all, for all, but that it has to be worked for. There is also little
evidence that selflessness is essential for her sympathy. Elsewhere Eliot observes that
‘We should distrust a man who set up shop purely for the good of the community’

(Pinney 1963, 154-7), and certainly ‘Such “disinterested officiousness”... stands

opposed to true acts of sympathy’ (Ermarth 1985(b), 23).

The myth of George Eliot’s belief in an ‘absolute’ duty stems largely from

Frederic Myers’ recollections of her ‘sibyl...in the gloom’ persona, for he represents her

as discussing ‘God, Immortality, Duty’ and pronouncing:
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with terrible earnestness, how inconceivable was the first, how
unbelievable the second , and yet how peremptory and absolute the
third...1t was as though she withdrew from my grasp, one by one, the

two scrolls of promise, and left me the third scroll only, awful with

inevitable fates (1881, 62).

Rosemary Ashton’s trenchant dissection rejects this presentation of Eliot ‘as an
Evangelist of a new and gloomy Gospel’. Yet Ashton states that ‘perhaps George Eliot
did say what Myers reports her as saying; it certainly accords with her views’ (1996,
334). Her views on God and immortality maybe, but what duty, whose duty, and duty
to whom, is under discussion here. This is the woman who refused to go to church, who
consorted with atheists, who translated heretical works, who had several affairs, and
who ultimately lived openly with a married man. Further, in all of her works George
Eliot has heroes and heroines who are castigated by their communities for neglecting

what 1s deemed to be their duty. Many are judged immoral, yet the narrators’ multi-

level tales repeatedly reveal them to be more dutiful and moral than their community.
In his novel Nemesis of Faith, which Eliot reviewed favourably in 1849 (Eliot 1992, 15-
17), J.A. Froude talks of the duty of the clergy and that they do not know it. In Scenes

of Clerical Life, George Eliot gives ample illustration of such dereliction of duty, while

later novels explore moral corruption yet often sanction behaviours that many would

consider a flouting of conventional duty. Eliot never advocates unthinking, selfless

duty to men, church, masters, or mores.

Life had led George Eliot to develop her own personal deontology before she
came to write fiction. In her review of R.W. Mackay’s The Progress of the Intellect in

1851 (Eliot 1992, 18-36), she praises the author for his exploration of ‘the true basis and
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character of religion and morals’ (20), and concurs with his assumption of an
‘undeviating law in the material and moral world’ (21). Further, she agrees that while
science accepts this law, it is ‘perversely’ ignored in relation to ethics, religion and
social organisation. Eliot claims that ‘human duty’ consists of the study and obeying of
this ‘law of consequences’ (21) which impresses sanction or prohibition on all our
deeds, yet involves reason and feeling. Following Mackay, her essay asserts that all
areas of life and study are related and that religion and philosophy both involve reason
and the emotions. Religion was not just a matter for the sentiments, and its
representation as such by the Victorian Church meant that ‘““the sentiments are over-
excited; the judgement becomes proportionately languid and incapable, [and] the
connexion between the theory of practice and duty is unobserved, and dogmas are
blindly learned without regard to their origin or meaning™ (Eliot 1992, 22, quoting

Mackay). Eliot demands greater inquiry into religion, morality and their laws and

reasoning. This quest is a human duty in which full knowledge and understanding are
essential regardless of all claims of sanctity, for without 1t duty 1s misunderstood. The
laws relate to all aspects of life, internal and external, reason and feeling, and their
complex inter-relationship. With reference to The Mill on the Floss, Ashton says that
‘duty, like the passion to which it is here opposed, is a complex i1dea. It is not a sten

extrinsic law to be obeyed in spite of everything, but 1s itself bound up with love — love

of the past, of roots, of family of friends’ (1990, 62).

In critical essays on Eliot, duty is rarely defined or analysed. Seemingly, it1s a
commonly understood virtue. In ‘The Sacred Nature of Duty’, Frederick Karl insists
that Eliot ‘demonstrates through all her heroines that one must live for others’, yet he
ignores the dangers of selflessness (1956, 256). Meanwhile, Eliot’s heroines do not

exhibit duty as mid-Victorian society would define it; ladies’ conduct books, such as
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those by Sarah Stickney-Ellis, saw women’s nature, selflessness, and duty as one.
According to Karl, Charles Hennell’s Inquiry Concerning the Origin of Christianity

‘helped [Eliot] to replace God with duty and Christ with moral justice’ (277), but this

does not clarify Eliot’s duty.

The effect of Myers’ essay was ‘most insidious’ (Barrett 1989, 8) with Eliot
seeming to demand a dour, sacrificial, all-encompassing duty from all. Yet repeatedly
the novels 1llustrate how duty born of sympathy is impeded by conventional societal
duties such as religious duty, family duty, or duty to community or calling. Too often in
the novels the duty of conformity or tradition wins, with disastrous consequences,
especially when there is an expectation of selflessness. The message is submerged, but
such sacrifices are never approved, and are ironically condemned, while selfishness is
never condoned. Yet the legacy of conservative criticism on George Eliot promotes the

belief that she ‘advocates “sublime resignation™ (Barrett, x1) to undefined duty.

An initial hypothesis on Eliot’s notions of duty and sympathy 1s possible. The
Oxford Dictionary of Philosophy describes duty as ‘that which one must do, or that
which can be required of one’, which rather implies something already owed.
Interestingly, the Oxford English Dictionary’s definition of 1642, has ‘duty’ as the
action which was due, while ‘obligation’ was the bond by which one was bound to
carry out the action. This sense still holds and, I believe, corresponds to the ‘duty’
which George Eliot had in mind. Thus duty is only ‘peremptory and absolute’ when
one is already under an obligation to carry it out. What is therefore under debate here is
which moral obligations George Eliot does and does not sanction. Her essay on
Mackay’s The Progress of the Intellect suggests that this choice is determined by the

‘inexorable law of consequences’ (1992, 21), which is in turn influenced by the many
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and complex natural laws. Natural or undeviating law for Eliot corresponds to the laws
of science. She is following Bray, Comte and Spencer in suggesting that the laws of
science and nature apply to everything, everywhere. To break the laws will produce the
inevitable and appropriate consequences. Understanding, reason and emotion, and all
inner and outer environments affected, as are both individuals and communities, and all
factors contribute to decisions about duty. Hume identified obligation with a subjective
or sentimental pressure. Meanwhile, Kant describes obligation as the necessity to act in
a certain way as dictated by reason. Kant discriminates between perfect duties that
allow no choice - such as nor killing or harming others - and imperfect duties which
allow choice in the manner by which they are accomplished.' I consider Eliot’s
definition of duty to involve a choice of obligation, to be informed by reason - as Kant

describes - yet to be more informed with feeling, and the implications of the natural

laws. Her ‘imperfect’ choice not to live with her widowed sister Chrissey was dictated
by both reason and feeling, for she could earn more money and thus help more if she
was working, but would run mad if forced to live with her family and accede to
sentimental duty. George Eliot came to accept that she had an obligation of benevolent
duty to Humanity — a duty of sympathy - yet she was not selfless. The philosopher
Schneewind describes both George Eliot and Spinoza as intuitionist thinkers (Atkins
1978, 68): they are in control and choose the optimum option available according to
knowledge and reason as informed by their emotions, but they ignore the pressure or
sanctions which correspond to Hume’s idea of convention or sentimentality. By

dramatising the claims of convention versus an ‘intuitionist duty’ in her novels, Eliot

encourages such reflection in her readers.

! Generally, ethicists now identify ‘negative duties’ such as not killing or harming others and ‘positive
duties’ of benevolence.
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Sympathy 1s the disposition to share in another person’s feelings to the extent of
forming a sense-impression of their emotions. It is ‘the propensity to think and feel in
tune with the feelings and opinions that we observe in others’ (Mautner 1996, 419),
Sensttivity, tolerance, understanding, pity and condolence are aspects of sympathy, and
while all play their part in George Eliot’s concept, this is not yet enough. Ethics is the
study of morality, particularly of goodness and right action (Audi 1995, 244-5), and for
ethicists sympathy 1s a part of duty - the obligatory and expected right action of men
and women who live together in fellowship or community. Empathy, like sympathy, is
a complex emotion. Adam Smith argued that such moral sentiments allowed human
society to exist; they aid the creation of the social relationship that facilitates peaceful
co-existence (Oatley and Jenkins 1996, 90-92). Empathy, a term coined by the
psychologist Titchener in 1909 from the German °‘Einfiihlung’, is the power of
projecting one’s personality and fully understanding the object of contemplation; it is
the power to feel oneself into a situation via the senses, knowledge and imagination.
The Cambridge Dictionary of Philosophy defines empathy in contrast to sympathy.
With sympathy one’s identity i1s preserved while feeling with the other, but with
empathy there is a tendency to lose oneself in the other: ‘The concept of Einfiihlung’ is
more than to understand; it is to ‘apperceive the meaning of expressions of experience
in relation to their context’ (Audi, 219). Freud argued that empathy enabled us to
understand ““what is inherently foreign to our ego™ (quoted in Wispé 1987, 25); this is
a sentiment particularly relevant to Eliot’s analysis of outsiders in the small
communities her novels inhabit, a sentiment encompassing the tolerance and
understanding of ‘difference’ encouraged by Spinoza, Comte and Feuerbach. Sympathy
1s also often confused and conflated with altruism, both in general and in relation to
George Eliot. Auguste Comte created the term ‘altruism’, but this is far more than

sympathy or empathy. It 1s the ethical view that people should act in the interest of
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others; it is ‘behaviour that promotes the welfare of others without conscious regard for
one’s own self-interests’ (Hoffman 1981, 124). Altruism is a far more extreme form of
benevolence and often demands self-sacrifice. However, the value and status of
altruism 1s questioned by ethicists, as self-interest often precipitates those actions
described as altruism. Many of Eliot’s texts have examples where a differentiation

between selflessness, benevolence and self-interest is required.

My 1nitial conclusion is that George Eliot’s concept of sympathy, as manifested
in the novels, has more in common with empathy. Eliot wants an understanding and
imaginative sympathy that allows a caring identification — a transcendence of difference
- possibly with practical and emotional help and support. But this is not a demand for
altruism. However, I deduce that much critical comment assumes and expects altruism,
and where selflessness occurs in Eliot’s fiction, it 1s assumed that Eliot or the text
condones it. Generally critics do not distinguish between altruism, empathy and
sympathy. What is expected of readers is also rarely examined; the formal methods by

which sympathy is encouraged may be considered, but not what is expected or

encouraged. An undefined sympathy appears to be acceptable. Again this is not

accurate enough. An examination of Eliot’s influences leads to the conclusion that
sympathy, and particularly empathy, requires knowledge, understanding, reason and
imagination. A wide experience and constant practice also helps — which is where
fiction can assist. As Eliot remarks: ‘To make men moral, something more is requisite
than to turn them out to grass’ (1992, 263). Eliot’s work makes sympathy, caring, and

even righting the wrongs of the world a responsibility of all individuals in society, even

a duty, but not at the expense of self.



15

Chapter One — Eliot's Intellectual Inheritance

Eliot inherited a vast repository of philosophy, theology and natural science, although
we do not know exactly what she read. Given the contents of her library (Baker 1977),
the evidence of her reading of German philosophy alone (Ashton 1980; McCobb 1982),
the breadth of her research for the Westminster Review, as well as her numerous
references 1n notebooks and letters, there is evidence of a formidable knowledge of
philosophy, including an understanding of ideas on sympathy and duty. Yet Eliot was
not a philosopher; she was self-taught, often reading works in translation, and lacking
friends with whom to discuss the work. I take heart from her experience as I attempt to
pick my way through centuries of alternating accounts of egoism and altruism. I am not
a philosopher, yet it is necessary to explain simply many different theories which
provide readings towards a sympathy and duty that may have inspired George Eliot.”

Critics often restrict themselves to the belief that Eliot acquired her ideas of sympathy
mainly from the romantic heritage, or they refer to the theories of benevolence
developed by Shaftesbury, Hume or Adam Smith (Houghton 1957, 273; Noble 1965,
56-60). But Eliot’s sources are more complex. It is hints of influence I wish to explore
here, and while my interpretations may be faulty and subjective, I also take heart from
the knowledge that ‘even Kant misread’ Hume’s work (Tice and Slavens 1983, 107).
Eliot may not have read some of these works, but this chapter is an introduction to
possibilities and probabilities; I am imagining what philosophy may have said to an

intellectual woman who was searching for a creed to live by; it is also a personal

journey.

? The background reading for this section on the history of philosophy is derived from the various texts

quoted throughout the chapter.



16

Plato regarded ethics as a conflict between reason and the passions, and this
stance set the stage for many of the major philosophical disputes to come. In Homeric
and Aristotelian ethics, altruistic virtues were not highly regarded. Goodness was
merely an aspect of carrying out roles; thus, a leader was ‘good’ if he displayed
leadership qualities - and these were not altruistic. In the Nicomachean Ethics, Aristotle
argues that the pursuit of happiness and man’s advance are the aims of moral thinking.
The right action was therefore the use of reason, not sentiment. He believed that virtues
are acquired and improve with practice (Urmson and Rée 1989, 29-30), but the virtues
discussed are courage or temperance; sympathy was unmanly and irrational. Despite
Socratic pleas for altruism, many virtues we value now in the West only gained
eminence later, with Christianity, while until the Renaissance any opposition between
egoism and altruism was not debated, since ‘in medieval views no distinction was made
between what I would owe to myself and to others, since all good was generally held to
be formed by divine love and directed by divine command’ (Tice and Slavens 1983,
399). The Judeo-Christian tradition was the main source of ethical teaching. Judaism
provided the laws and commandments which prescribe obligations; while 1nitially,
Christianity provided few ethical rulings other than loving our neighbour as ourselves.
This creed encourages benevolence, although perhaps self-interest is uppermost.
However, the emphasis in the Judeo-Christian tradition was on the needs of the
community, and benevolence and adhering to obligations were necessary if people were
to live together successfully. George Eliot was crucially aware of this point as she
surveyed her moral inheritance. But for her morality was no longer immutable. If a
moral code had evolved once people first began to interact, then a newly evolved ethics

was now required as communities in the nineteenth-century experienced cataclysmic

change.
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From the end of the Middle Ages two strands of ethical theory began to unwind.
Either humans were ‘animals’ in whom reason happened to predominate, so that
calculated acts ensured self-interest; or natural man’s emotions led him to be good,
recognise good, and do good. René Descartes (1596-1650) argued that only reason
could be relied upon. However, in The Passions of the Soul (1649) he also related our
emotions to our thinking part, arguing that the emotions tell us what is important to the
inside, and thus linking the two strands of ethics. The Renaissance, the Reformation
and the influence of Machiavelli and Martin Luther led to a further reassessment of
man’s nature and morality. As individualism grew, reason predominated, and
community-based values came under siege, as Comte describes. In Leviathan (1651),
Thomas Hobbes (1588-1679) assumed constant war between solitary individuals bent
on self-interest, and he argued that reason could ameliorate this situation only if humans
restrained their egoism and co-operated. Eliot would later appreciate from evolution
that man i1s never solitary, but exists in relation as members of family, community or
species, as feminist ethicists are currently asserting (Koehn 1998, 5, n13). Hobbes’
solution was to strive for peace — as long as all individuals do — and simultaneously
accept certain limits to liberty. Benevolence is absent, or was a disguise for self-
interest, as individuals invested power 1n a chosen Sovereign to whom duty was owed in
exchange for peace. Hobbes’ philosophy is not Eliot’s benevolent concern for
humanity, yet the debate over egoism and altruism opened up from his interrogation of

dominant Christian values and demands for unquestioning benevolence.

The importance of equality, freedom, and individuality grew during the English
Revolution, asserting ‘the individual conscience in opposition to institutional authority’
(Hesse 1995, 68). Simultaneously, feelings grew in importance as empiricism deposed

the dominance of the rational mind (Bate 1961, 129). The work of John Locke (1632-
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1704), the founder of British empiricism, presented a major reassessment of human
reason and morality. Eliot and Lewes had read Locke’s Essay Concerning Human
Understanding (1690) (Baker 1977, xxxvii1), and Eliot’s reviews for the Leader show
the breadth of her knowledge of all philosophy, including Locke (Eliot 1992, 133-137).
He dismissed all rationalist notions of knowledge being innate or a priori, insisting that
knowledge derives from sense experience. His main importance for Eliot may be the
suggestion of a form of intuition, or imaginative way of viewing in the mind, which
records early impressions as if innate. Such an explanation of seemingly a priori
knowledge compares with current ideas of psycho-social structuring, where lasting
attitudes are constructed in a child’s early months. British empiricism was receptive to
the importance of the imagination, which complemented reason and became 1ts working
partner. Morally, Locke believed that all men are equal and free, and that there was a

law of nature which it was our duty to obey, and uphold ‘natural nights’ for all, by all.
He was also an early feminist, believing that women were equal to men with differences
being psychologically constructed and capable of change. Although women were no
longer regarded as equivalent to animals or slaves, there was always a difference of
degree; women were rarely beings of stature. For the benefit of all, Locke advocated a
‘social contract’ whereby an impartial authority ensured natural laws with three
legislators to assist: God, democratic government, and convention. Eliot’s novels
frequently question these three legislators. In Middlemarch, Dorothea’s initial

imaginative and sympathetic attachment to Casaubon is encouraged by his similarity to

a painting of Locke (1998 [1874], 16).

Empiricists such as Locke had begun the trend that placed knowledge in
advance of metaphysics, the metamorphosis central to Comte’s philosophy. The rise in

scientific research during the seventeenth century also propelled study towards the
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complex question of human moral and social life - towards psychology and evolution —
and a concern with benevolence (or altruistic sentiments) accelerated as the shift from
reason to feeling gathered pace. An ethics of naturalism also arose, proclaiming that
good stems from human nature, The greatest expression of this position is in the work
of the ‘moral sense’ theorists, particularly the Earl of Shaftesbury (1671-1713), who
argued for a sensibility that negotiated between empiricism, reason and feeling and
detected morality according to the responses of this ‘moral sense’ to pain or pleasure.
Shaftesbury, in his Investigation Concerning Virtue and Merit (1699), stressed the
importance of ‘affections’, where sympathy was an instrument of virtue and an act of
the imagination which allowed the self to identify with others. He asserted that humans
were innately benevolent and that benevolence gave rise to a good life if the passions
were well-directed. A moral feeling labelled conscience maintained virtue. Sympathy
was another moral feeling which, like conscience, exists in humans because we are
social beings and have to balance our needs and desires with others, it 1s the ability to
feel the sufferings and joys of others as part of a greater whole, which presages
Feuerbach’s work. Shaftesbury’s account of this striving towards a head-heart balance
has great resonance with Eliot’s novels, particularly that a// humans can be benevolent.
Combined with imagination, sympathy allowed humans to achieve identification one
with the other, which is a creativity reflected in Eliot’s novels, for Shaftesbury believed

that creativity or imagination was the mind’s capacity to produce original ideas from

received perceptions.

The feeling of confidence in an ‘inner sense’, conscience, sympathy or God-
given morality gradually came to dominate British thought by the late eighteenth
century. Sympathy and imagination became increasingly important, with Shaftesbury’s

work entering the German tradition; the Romantics later revived his ideas. James
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Arbuckle, a disciple of Shaftesbury’s, argued that we cannot act morally unless we are
able to enter into the feelings of the other (Bate 1961, 133). Francis Hutcheson (1694
1746), in his Inquiry Concerning Moral Good and Evil (1725), saw benevolence and

self-interest as clearly opposed, with benevolence paramount and innate. Reason

provided information and knowledge via the senses - forming simple and complex ideas
- but not moral judgement, so that Hutcheson sought an empirical basis for moral
judgement via Shaftesbury’s hypothesis of an affective and morality-perceiving ‘inner
sense’ which apprehends virtue and finds it pleasant. Two inner moral senses are
proposed, which have a basis in rational behaviour and apprehend perceptions of ethics
and aesthetics. Hutcheson considered all morally good motives to be benevolent, ‘that
i1s, an affection that seeks as its object the good of another’ (Roberts, 7). The affections
of benevolence and self-interest are all-present and humans can choose to be benevolent
or egoistic (Roberts, 11-12), with the moral choice made when the affection 1s chosen in
response to the sense input. Hutcheson argued that virtue 1s pleasant and vice is not, so
that our moral behaviour is almost an aesthetic choice. However, much depends on our
experiences, so that benevolence may be encouraged or repressed. Hutcheson believed
humans were essentially benevolent because of our social nature and heritage. He
thought it natural to be benevolent to close family and friends, while the ability to
extend benevolence even further is the highest virtue (Roberts, 13-14), a belief reflected
in Spencer’s work. In his Inquiry into the Original of Our Ideas of Beauty and Virtue
(1725), Hutcheson’s theory of man’s ‘inner sense’ perception of beauty and morality as
internal and intuitive led to speculation that such perceptions were imaginative rather

than rational. Burke and the associationists soon began to call this inner sense the

imagination (Engell, 40).
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The work of David Hume (1711-1776) furthered the demotion of reason as the
moral arbiter, but also suggested that happiness did not stem from a God-given moral
sense. Eliot was familiar with Hume’s philosophy: Herbert Spencer’s 1853 essay for
the Westminster Review, ‘Universal Postulate’, covers Hume’s work, while the Eliot-
Lewes Library houses a copy of Hume’s complete works (Baker 1977, 100, no 1069).
Further, Lewes would have discussed Hume during the revisions of his philosophical
biography. The critic W.E. Henley debates in 1890 whether Eliot’s books are novels or
philosophical treatises and suggests they were dictated ‘““‘to a plain woman of genius by
the ghost of David Hume’” (GEL 1, ix). Haight dismisses this claim, but perhaps

Henley saw influences that have escaped critics, for there is much in Hume’s

philosophy that would appeal to George Eliot.

Hume’s conception of our nature had an organic, almost evolutionary bias, and
his naturalism later made him a favourite with the Darwinians. In his 7reatise of
Human Nature (1739-40) Hume described an original and complex theory of meaning
and moral sense responsible for guiding human behaviour and motivation, which
stressed the importance and centrality of the passions and the imagination. Hume
asserted that we cannot found knowledge on information from our senses alone. We
have to e'xamine our own individual psychology and how exactly it structures acquired
information into knowledge, and thus conditions our beliefs and morals. All thought is
based on single, simple sensory impressions which become compounded as a result of
our individual psychologies; the many impressions form complex ideas which depend
on the strength of the imagination, the amount of experience, the wealth and type of
sensations, and the individual input from the passions. Thus knowledge is individual,
complex and varied. The forces between impressions are ‘associations’ or imagination.

If we form an impression that we are amused with a friend’s witticism, this response
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becomes associated with an impression (we imagine) that we are fond of the friend.
Thus Dorothea associated Casaubon with Locke and imagined similar virtues. For
Hume, the imagination was far more important than reason, which is why he saw it as
central to passion and belief-formation. The causes of all passions are pleasure and

pain, which are themselves ‘impressions of reflections’ and are thus based on our

thoughts of what gives us pleasure or pain.

Book III of the Treatise of Human Nature (1739-40), indicates Hume’s belief
that man’s social condition produces sympathy, which is defined as ‘“the propensity we
have to sympathize with others, and to receive by communication their inclinations and
sentiments, however different from, or even contrary to our own”’ (Van Holthoon 1993,
36, quoting Hume). Thus morality is felt by the passions according to pleasure or pain
not reasoned, although reason has an input as part of a complex of psychological
influences. In the Treatise, Hume devises an associationist mechanism to describe how
our capacity for sympathy helps us perceive the emotional state of others. The passion
centred on the self, and the feelings which derive from the actions and judgements of
others, are both associated with pain and pleasure, and we mediate between all these
emotions via sympathy. It is a sympathy which may become empathy, for if our
sensibility and imagination are strong enough, the idea we form of the emotion we
experience becomes the actual feeling which we observe in another. Any natural
relationship or connection 1s more likely to provoke sympathy, as development takes
place in family or community groups where selfishness has given way to benevolence,
as living in social groups becomes safer and social interaction develops. We tend to
adopt the frame of mind of those around us because of sympathy with the familiar, with
our family and society. However, while this process leads to friendliness and

community feeling 1t can also lead to conformity and constraint. Herbert Spencer’s
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work reflects Hume’s influence, and George Eliot was familiar with these ideas,
particularly the importance of imagination in sympathy, the identification within family
and community, yet also the antagonism and the urge to non-conformity. Hume’s ideas
of virtue are also relevant to Eliot’s work; he considered natural virtues such as
compassion and modesty to be invariant across cultures. However, there are artificial
virtues, such as conforming to convention for the good of the state, community or
family. Justice was a major artificial virtue of convention for Hume, important for the
protection of property rights and promises, for the protection of all contracts, and for

government. These artificial virtues all feature in Eliot’s novels as bastions of society to

be questioned as society changed.

Hume’s friend, Adam Smith (1723-1790) was better known as the author of the
Wealth of Nations (1776). Yet Smith, a philosopher of considerable influence,
developed a complete system of ethics, suggesting that morality was based on the
central tenets of imagination and sympathy. In his Theory of Modern Sentiments
(1759), he developed Hume’s work to explore a distinctive ‘doctrine of sympathy’.
Imagination was essential and without it sympathy could not function (Bate 1945, 147).
The imagination was perceived as a mental power that influences and creates using all
the materials from the senses, plus impressions, sensibility, and the input of the
passions. In particular, the imagination creates connections to achieve sympathetic
identification. It is an ordering and organising power, an endless searching for sense in
the chaos of the mind. With the scientific and artistic imagination, ideas and ultimately
creativity result from an aesthetics of sorting and filing on the part of the imagination.
Meanwhile, the imagination dealing with self and others attempts to render our myriad
impressions of other and self, coherent. This 1s imaginative identification, or sympathy.

Sensory impressions about others and their behaviour and experiences are ordered and
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compared to other ideas by the sympathetic imagination. This is how we appreciate and
eventually understand the state of mind of others. It is then possible to form moral
decisions - for example, to decide if someone’s actions are justified by their

circumstances; thus we excuse and sympathise with Godfrey Cass once we understand

his upbringing and inheritance.

This leads to Smith’s moral theory. In order to interact successfully, humans
require observation skills and an understanding of what is observed. Sympathetic
imagination facilitates this awareness as it imagines and imitates, or mirrors in the mind,
the observed situation of the other. This process creates the ‘other’ as a mirror and
leads to the realisation that one is also being observed and assessed, which leads to the
need for self-assessment in order to pre-empt judgement by others. Society, Smith
argues, exists for us to measure ourselves by, which results 1n the development of the
conscience - another mental power derived from the work of sympathy — which
becomes the imagined ideal spectator, or other, to measure ourselves by. This reasoned
conscience is Smith’s main contribution to moral theory as it, along with public opinion,
becomes the means of arbitrating on how we can pursue our own interests without
hurting those of others. Smith believed that ultimately the conscience allowed us to step
outside ourselves and judge ourselves as we would others. The power of the
sympathetic response was so awe-inspiring for Smith, that he declared the feeling of
sympathy to be a constant pleasure. His argument is that the passion that sympathises
with the observed experience may be pleasurable or painful depending on what is
observed, but the emotion which arises from realising the perfect coincidence of these
passions is always agreeable. It 1s the ‘pleasure of understanding’ (Van Holthoon, 45).
Smith saw sympathy becoming empathy and moulding the moral judgements. Such

sympathy he considered natural, but he also recognised the effects on it of habit and
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custom, for it could easily be enhanced or erased. This consideration echoes in Eliot’s
work, for where a strong family or community life are lacking, then the prerequisites for
sympathy - others, observation, experience, understanding and imagination - are not

available. Hence the urge to encourage sympathy via her fiction.

Smith argued that only the imagination could allow us to feel the pains - and
pleasures - of others by suggesting what it would feel like to ourselves. Although our
sympathy may not accord completely with the feelings of others, ‘we sympathise with
what we know; and the wider our knowledge and experience, the wider 1s the scope of
our sympathy’ (Bate 1945, 151). Smith considered it better to extend sympathy to the
community, or even all humanity, rather than limit it to family (Smith, 37). This forges
links with Eliot’s discussion of both family bonds and the reception and tolerance of
outsiders, for our strongest sympathies are aroused by what we most admire, or are
familiar with. Thus family and community, even objects, landscapes, rhythms and
places become points of sympathetic identification, as Eliot demonstrates repeatedly in
her work. The influence of Smith’s work was enormous, particularly on the Romantics.
His premise that the imagination recreates in our own minds and emotions what another

is feeling ‘darted down like a shaft of sunlight in a century that, since Hobbes, had been

darkened with moral systems based on self-interest’ (Engell, 151).

The works of Jean-Jacques Rousseau (1712-1778) mark a significant change 1n
this journey through the possibilities for Eliot’s philosophical influence. As a young
woman she had devoured Rousseau’s oeuvre. When Emerson visited Rosehill 1n 1848,
she credited Rousseau’s Confessions for her habit of deep reflection (GEL, 1, 271, n6),
while William Hale White reported her 1853 opinion that to be able to read Rousseau

was worth all the trouble of learning French (Haight 1968, 65, n 4). Ashton suggests
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that Rousseau’s work helped to save Eliot from despair in 1848 (1996, 67). Rousseau
rejects the Christian idea of original sin, and when George Eliot’s own belief was first
in retreat the idea of ‘natural man’ as tabula rasa was wonderfully antithetical to
Calvinist notions. While Eliot did not accept Rousseau’s ideas unconditionally and
acknowledged that his ‘views of life, religion, and government’ might well be
‘miserably erroneous’ she nevertheless declared that his ‘genius has sent that electric

thrill through my intellectual and moral frame’ which inspired and suggested new

combinations of thought (GEL 1, 277).

Rousseau proposed an ideal society based on total voluntary subjection to the
common will of the community. Like Comte, Rousseau never doubts that there is a
single common good and that the needs and desires of all citizens could coincide if
uncorrupted. The general will could produce a supportive society, but instead the
perversion of the social contract creates despotism, inequality (Maclntyre 1998, 185),
and the education, social rules, conventions and false duty that had destroyed man’s
innate capacity for sympathy, as described in his Discourse on the Origin and
Foundation of Inequality (1755). Western civilisation had become limited, distorted
and controlled and needed different perspectives free from these false values. Kant said
that he had learned from Rousseau to recognise the sharp difference between mores and
morality (Tice and Slavens, 110), a distinction that George Eliot constantly draws in her

novels. It was a passionate demand for freedom from corruption and artificiality that

drove Rousseau and attracted Eliot.

Rousseau saw man as an original, innocent nature that has been distorted, and
he believed that all men — not just the élite - must become self-governing moral agents.

On realising the immorality of society, an individual is justified in withdrawing and
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forging their own moral pathway. Any blanket adherence to imposed laws and duties is
slavery, while adherence to the law that one prescribes for oneself is freedom. To
achieve such a state, both reason and feeling are needed. Many lack the knowledge,
understanding, feeling and imagination to be sympathetic, as do many of Eliot’s
characters - these are to be understood and treated with tolerance. Eliot was already
familiar with this argument from Spinoza’s work, but her reading of Rousseau
accelerated her shift towards feeling (Dodd 1990, 105), although she also analysed
reason alongside this mutual, balanced exploration of emotion - particularly women’s
emotions. Rousseau’s work sanctioned and encouraged the consideration of head and
heart that is mirrored in Eliot’s work, but even in her earliest letters it is obvious that
Eliot already had the powers of observation, imagination and sympathy to analyse
reason and emotion. That Rousseau also praised the ideas and insight of the less
‘constructed’ and sophisticated members of society, such as children, artisans, and

peasants, has obvious links with Wordsworth’s poetry, Comte’s doctrines, and Eliot’s

concern with ‘ordinary people’.

Rousseau’s radical moral divergence from his predecessors was in dissolving the
opposition inherent in self-interest and benevolence. His argument is that natural man
merely aims to achieve a type of life where needs are satisfied and he can live in
relationship with others. Self-interest is present as the dominant force essential for self-
preservation, but it also provides ‘an awareness of a reciprocal relationship of the self to

others’ (MacIntyre 1998, 186), and thus the possibility of a more complex morality.

Such a reciprocal relationship suggests the ‘self-in-other’ that was to become central to
Eliot’s own doctrine. In his ideas on the reformation of society by the accession of the
‘seneral will’ Rousseau includes a concern for individuals and society as bound

together in relationship, arguing that any person is a point of interconnection within a
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web of social relationships. This knowledge of self-in-relation promotes sympathy, and

his account of sympathy influenced the Romantics and compares to the idea of

‘negative capability’.

Via her novels, Eliot examines damaging social and political institutions,
particularly family and social conventions, education, and a patriarchy which oppresses
and represses women — although Rousseau was not alert to the oppression of women.
Redinger suggests that what Eliot valued in creative literature was ‘a delineation of
human passion with which she could empathise’ (1975, 153), and that Rousseau
provided this for Eliot’s writing, in addition to awakening her to new perceptions of
man and nature and thought and feeling. Eliot was partly seduced by Rousseau’s utopia
and encouraged to turn to Voltaire and Saint-Simon, which led eventually to Comte
(Dodd, 107); however, her initial admiration was not eroded, and in 1876 she and
Lewes made a pilgrimage to Les Charmettes in order to visit Rousseau’s rooms, while

their evenings were spent in reading his works aloud to each other (GEL VI, 265, n3).

George Eliot read and debated on Kant (1724-1804), and her 1855 essay ‘The
Future of German Philosophy’ suggests a comprehensive understanding of his works
(Eliot 1992, 133-37). When discussing Sara Hennell’s Christianity and Infidelity, Eliot
calls on the authority of Kant to convince Sara of her errors (GEL 1II, 268). Eliot’s
reading, reviewing, and references to Kant have been charted by Anthony McCobb
(1982) who suggests she imbibed much during the early Westminster years, and was not

introduced to Kant’s works by Lewes. Thus, while Eliot never wrote extensively on

Kant, the wealth of her knowledge 1s indisputable.
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The concepts of sympathy and benevolence were basic to moral theory until
Kant attacked them and attempted to reinstate reason. His main influences were the
rationalists, but also Hume’s empiricism, while Rousseau had inspired his respect for
human nature. Central to Kant’s theory of mind is a fusion of rationalism and
empiricism. Kant insisted that the mind was not a tabula rasa, but a union of learned
experiences acquired via the senses, and certain a priori intuitions and concepts.” The
Critiqgue of Pure Reason (1781) explains his theory, where ‘pure reason’ is that which is
known by means other than experience. Kant suggests that human sensibility and
understanding are innate intuitions and concepts of the mind, and that they influence the
way that we perceive and deal with experience. Thus what we perceive empirically
may be influenced by our innate nature, rather than by constructed aspects of the mind
as in Hume’s work. Kant was not saying that our knowledge derived partly from our
sense input and partly from a priori intuitions, but that knowledge derives from the
interaction of these two. Lewes explains how oxygen and hydrogen are not two
separate causes of water, but that the only cause of water 1s the union of the two (Lewes
1902, 546). Concepts of the mind were identified which, when applied to sensory input,

made sense of it. Time and space are two such modes of perception which order the

way we discern things.

Kant believed that this theory of knowledge demonstrated that morality cannot
be based on anything we experience, such as pain or pleasure. He accepted the idea of a
basic human moral consciousness, but asked what exactly defined morality. In the
search for unchanging a priori aspects of human nature Kant concluded that anything
morally good was done out of duty. Anything done from enjoyment, self-interest,

altruism, or any inclination, 1s not duty and is not decisively good (Maclntyre 1998,

* A returned confidence in the a priori stemmed from Newton’s work, which discussed phenomena that
cannot be accounted for empirically.
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192-3). Kant was searching for the unchanging that is always universally moral and
which will explain where duty lies. The answer was universalisability: ‘The maxim, or

subjective principle, of virtuous action can only be that “I ought never to act except in

222

such a way that I can also will that my maxim should become a universal law”’ (Craig
1998, 190, quoting Kant). Such a view can be more colloquially expressed as, ‘Is it
feasible for everyone to act in the way that I wish to act?’ This 1s Kant’s ‘categorical
imperative’ which suggests that certain actions are right or wrong per se. A categorical
imperative is not a source of moral principles but a test of the ones we already have;

where it would not be feasible for everyone to act in a certain way, then an individual

should not act. No exceptions are permitted for universalisability determines our duty

to self and others completely.

Kant’s ethical theory means great freedom for those capable of a self-governing
morality, for we impose our moral requirements on ourselves and do not need external
authorities such as Church or State. We also choose all obligations, beyond the
categorical imperatives, and these override all other demands (Schneewind 1992, 309).
We are not committed to benevolence unless it is a chosen obligation, for selfless caring
or philanthropy often result in servility, inequality or paternalism (Schneewind, 311).
Such moral autonomy demands freedom and equality for all within the social and
political system, which includes freedom of speech, religion and movement. However,
we are not completely free, for conscience and the law of causality restrain, but we are
reasoning beings and have a part in how the world exists. Otherwise, Kant gives little
guidance concerning duty. Perfect duties tell us what not to do: not to kill, lie, break
promises, or commit suicide. However, the personal morality of reason that he
describes sanctions any way of life that is compatible with not contravening these

perfect duties, and thus sympathy is not a duty. For imperfect duties to oneself, Kant
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suggests improving our talents, while imperfect duty to others could include being
benevolent. From a morality based on Divine Will, to a presumption of self-interest, to
a climate where sympathy, even altruism, are desirable if not innate, Kant suddenly
provides an ethics based on the autonomy of reason, acknowledging the importance of

benevolence, but not that actions should be driven by it.

Theorists of moral behaviour such as Gilligan object to Kant’s theories on the
grounds that there is no real moral relativism, no allowance for individual cases; further,
Kantian ethics is rejected for only expecting minimal duties (Koehn 1998, 6, n16);
finally, a priori ‘rationality and autonomy provide the necessary base for Kant’s
morality, thus anyone not capable of this, such as women and idiots are excluded from
the moral sphere’ (Hekman 1995, 2); for Kant believes that women are unreasoning and
subject to indiscriminate benevolence. Eliot’s campaign for tolerance, understanding
and sympathy, and her accounts of the psychological determinants of her characters as a
defence of their behaviour suggest a defence of moral relativism. It is also apparent that
Kant’s preoccupation with reason ignores the profound emotions involved in close
family ties, which are central to Eliot’s novels. The novels also suggest that she would
agree with feminist theorists in preferring reason balanced with feeling - she considered
his insistence on the a priori an error (Eliot 1992, 135). However, Kant’s ideas on duty,
and not being governed by external agencies are important. I consider that the greater
autonomy Eliot wished for all would include the opportunity to choose obligations,

although certain ties of caring and sympathy would be more important than Kant

allows.

The Romantics had initially considered themselves Kant’s heirs, but under the

influence of Rousseau’s work they came to emphasise sensibility and imagination
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(Gaarder, 287). In his ‘A Defence of Poetry’ Shelley argues, like Eliot in her ‘Progress
of the Intellect’ review, that our moral and social sciences have lagged behind the
natural sciences; we have knowledge, but do not know how to use it to be happy. In his
references to sympathy and the imagination Shelley is strongly influenced by the work
of Smith and Hume. He argues that poetry is a moral force because sympathy and love
are the basis of moral life, but they need to be awakened by the imagination, via, for
example, art or poetry (Shelley 1954, 276; 282-3). This belief 1s essentially the same as
Eliot’s in her Riehl essay. The intuitive working of the imagination allows sympathetic
identification with others, places and things (Bate 1945, 144-5); the imagination thus
permits a way of looking that allows sympathy to achieve empathy by actually entering
into an object. Such sympathetic intuition was important to Wordsworth, Colenidge and
Keats. While the Romantic influence was important to Eliot, she is as likely to have
acquired her input from philosophy itself, she always values reason, and her Riehl essay

suggests a wariness of selfish instincts fostered by Romanticism.

Like Kant, most male philosophers considered women to lack reason and to be
overly benevolent. Originally this view dated from women being associated with nature
and animals, but was to develop along different lines with the Enlightenment. The
growing interest in sexual difference in the eighteenth century arose out of the
Enlightenment and Revolutionary fervour for equality (Benjamin 1991, 137). As
equali'ty looked to improve the standing of women, the opposite desire of some to deny
equality to women led to the ongoing ‘“equality within difference’ philosophy
(Badinter 1995, 7). Among other moves, as science developed and biology was born
(Shuttleworth 1984, 3, n 4&5), anatomy was employed to ensure woman's destiny so
that her reproductive role condemned her to inequality - before, male and female bodies

had been considered equal but opposite (Poovey 1988, 6; Badinter, 8). The full
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appreciation of biological and anatomical difference by the early 1800s led to theories
of radical sexual dimorphism which were to evolve variously with Comte, Spencer and
Darwin into ideas of a ‘complementarity’ (Badinter, 7) which further oppressed and
repressed women. Complementarity argued for women’s restriction to feminine roles
just as they were beginning to move into masculine ones, and added extra restrictions to
those already established by the ‘separate spheres’ argument. This distinction between
the public and private spheres of men and women, and the complementarity
increasingly dictated by science, both developed as if compensating women, who
eventually became characterised by a maternal love which was soon extended to a
universal caring that labelled her as the guardian of morality (Poovey 1988, 7-8). It was
from the equal but different philosophy that Comtean images of maternal woman

developed, as well as Patmore’s and Ruskin’s sentimentalised notions of woman’s

nature.

Arthur Schopenhauer (1788-1860) may have influenced Eliot’s notions of
sympathy and duty, particularly later in life. If she had not read Schopenhauer’s work
before 1852, she was introduced to it then, along with many British journal readers
(McCobb 1985, 343), via John Oxenford’s article in the Westminster (1853). Eliot was
impressed, recommending the essay to Sara Hennell and George Combe, for it proved
the catalyst for Schopenhauer’s growing reputation in Britain (GEL 11, 95, n 5; VIII, 55,
nl). Oxenford laments Schopenhauer’s neglect, praises his forcefulness and lucidity,
yet deplores his doctrine, describing it as ‘the most disheartening, the most repulsive,
the most opposed to the aspirations of the present world’ that exists (1853, 394). Both
Lewes and Eliot read much Schopenhauer, and Eliot read Die Welt als Wille und

Vorstellung (The World as Will and Idea) (1818) in 1872-3 while she was writing
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Daniel Deronda (McCobb 1983, 323) in which there is a Schopenhauerian air of world-

weariness throughout.

Schopenhauer’s main doctrine is that individual existence is illusory and
human life 1s futile. We are organisms whose brains and physiology enable us to
perform functions, but the innermost core of the human being is the will, and our mental

processes are subservient to this blind will to life, which

drives us on through an ever-ramifying set of desires and goals,
but we reach no ultimate point or final satisfaction. To have
desires unsatisfied is to suffer, to have needs is to be vulnerable
to deprivation, and — the final irony — to be without needs

usually brings only a state of empty boredom waiting to be filled

by a further cycle of desires (Craig, 550).

Schopenhauer’s major work, The World as Will and Idea, is an application of his ideas
to moral philosophy. He examines questions of free will and responsibility and makes a
case for determinism, distinguishing between the freedom to act, which one has when
there are no impediments to doing what one wills, and the freedom to will. Many of
Eliot’s characters are not even free to act, yet her exploration repeatedly shows that they
are less free to will. Schopenhauer thinks that acts of will are the outcome of character
(which he considers to be unchanging) and our motives represent states of affairs in the
world. If character and motives remain the same, then the actions and outcomes would
always be the same. Yet still we feel responsible. It is this effect of the will which must
be transcended for us to be free (Craig, 552). Eliot explores situations where motives,

and therefore outcomes change, but unlike Schopenhauer she believes character can



35

change, as with Adam Bede’s growth from reason and knowledge alone, to sympathy

and intuition. Schopenhauer considers reason to be overvalued, even impotent, and that

Kant in elevating the reason undervalued the feelings, especially sympathy.

Compassion or sympathy is ‘the only true moral impulse for Schopenhauer’
(McCobb 1983), giving value to human existence and providing some release from the
anguish caused by the will. However, it is a rare virtue as humans are mainly egoistic.
Sympathetic humans see others as themselves: ‘Everything and everywhere is “I once
more”’ (Craig 552). Compassion overcomes the effect of the will because its wide
vision reduces the distinctness of individuality, and dismisses it. Sympathy is present in
each human, with the best apprehending the world and their place in it; they and their
actions are good. Everyone has a combination of sympathy, egoism and malice, but
egoism is the greater part of the character for most natures because the will to live
causes us to strive to survive and advance. The ‘inability to transcend individuality and
so treat others as equals debars such egoists from feeling sympathy or true compassion

“which is the basis of justice and morality”” (McCobb, 324, quoting Schopenhauer).

The ethically sublime was a test for sympathy by Schopenhauer, for
surrendering to the sublime signals a bliss 1n the loss of individuality and oneness with
the world, ‘“a vanishing nothing in the face of stupendous forces” (McCobb, 543,
quoting Schopenhauer), a faculty exhibited by Eliot’s most exalted characters,
particularly Esther and Dorothea who both find solace in the ‘largeness of the world’ (M
776) while Gwendolen is frightened. = Most people would fear this loss, but the
sympathetic person is ““not oppressed but exalted” by the world’s immensity, for his
cognition and intellect lead him to identify his ‘I’ with the ‘“Thou’ of the species’ (543),

a stance that suggests stmilarities to Feuerbach, Spencer and Spinoza. The will may be
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transcended through virtue and reason, which help to shift the self from centre and relax
the individual will to power. But this is limited as ‘virtue cannot be transmitted by
practical reasoning, nor can it arise from abstract, conceptual knowledge, but rather
from intuition’ (McCobb, 325). *““Virtue must spring from the intuitive knowledge that
recognises in another’s individuality the same inner nature as one’s own’ (McCobb,
325, quoting Schopenhauer). Again there is a strong echo of Spinoza, but unlike
Schopenhauer he believed that man could change via a growth to perfect knowledge to
achieve happiness and develop intuition. Schopenhauer suggests this possibility, but
also claims that character cannot change: ‘Redemption...from such enslavement to
individual self-assertion and to the illusory pleasures of life is...provided by the

faculties of Reason, cognition and intellect generally; in relation to the will’ (McCobb,

325).

While the elevation of sympathy in Schopenhauer’s work is paralleled by Eliot
and may have been admired by her, she never shares his pessimism or extreme
disillusion. It would have been a negation of her own lifetime striving. Schopenhauer’s
attitude to women would also have been disputed: ‘“The weakness of their reasoning
faculty also explains why women show more sympathy for the unfortunate than men™
(Brabeck 1993, 33). Women are commended for their love and motherliness, but are
patronised as an ‘intermediate stage between the child and the man’ and considered
quite ugly and ‘unaesthetic’ (Hollingdale 1970, 81, 85). Schopenhauer also agrees with
most other male philosophers by considering that women’s lack of reason results in ‘a
lack of a sense of justice’ (83). Schopenhauer’s views are so misogynist that the whole

range of Eliot’s women characters in Daniel Deronda could be her riposte.
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Finally, in following this quest for sympathy and duty, ‘We have to remind
ourselves of a fact that should never be forgotten in any consideration of the subsequent
influences on her development: namely, that the basic inspiration which gave direction
to all her works and led her to make of her novels a plea for human solidarity was
Christianity’ (Svaglic 1954, 146). Many critics assume that Eliot’s ethics derive largely
from her period of Evangelical Christianity (see Granlund 1994, 2-3), neglecting all
other influences and the fact that Eliot did not herself receive much sympathy from
Christianity. Christian theology does provide developing theories of sympathy and
duty, but while I owe a debt to Granlund - for she observes that few who investigate
Eliot’s influences delve further back than the Romantic input (4) and thus sparked my
philosophical journey — Eliot is nof concerned with the individual rather than the species

and does not regard selflessness as the route to self-fulfilment (5).

While Eliot’s faith made her aware of the doctrine of universal love and
benevolence, I believe that she experienced mainly self-sacrifice in her early life, and
received little help or support in return. The evangelical Anglicanism she was involved
with was a sectarian and militant branch, with a system to be imposed on society.
Despite a philanthropic creed, the horror of the French Revolution had led to rigidity
and an anti-intellectual stance within the doctrine. Many ‘Evangelicals consistently
taught that sympathy subverts morality by breaking down the distinction between good
and evil’ (Carlisle, 28), and the religion that Eliot embraced with Maria Lewis, and in
an extreme form with the Franklin Sisters, opposed most of her pleasure and enjoyment.
As Knoepflmacher observes, her early religion concentrated on what drove man to
‘selfish action’ and ‘human depravity’ and the cure was seen as ‘self-denial’ (1965, 31);
only later was she to build upon her knowledge of philosophy and humanism to

proselytise for sympathy. Meanwhile, her eschewing of fiction, dancing and anything
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other than sacred music furthered the distance between herself and her more worldly
brother Isaac (see GEL I, 5,8,10) and made it difficult to make friends. Her beliefs
involved a rejection of intellectual stimulation and demanded emotional acceptance only
- something she was later to criticise in her Mackay review — just when she was being
tempted by everything from Scott’s novels to her own ambition. These contradictions,
added to her extensive reading of philosophical and religious debate, and her realisation

that there was so much dissent, were to lead to crises of intellect, conscience and faith.

Eliot’s habit of profound introspection, dating from her Bible reading and
intense critical analysis of her belief (Hesse 1995, 25), adds to the psychological
insights of the novels, although her study of philosophy added extra dimensions.
Fortunately her wide study provided part of the necessary support to secede from
traditional faith, for while she admitted that it was ‘no small sacrifice to part with the
assurance’ of immortality, she did not believe ‘the conviction that immortality is man’s
destiny indispensible to the production of elevated and heroic virtue and the sublimest
resignation’ (GEL 1, 136). It must be remembered that at first she felt her loss of faith
to be a release for her soul from ‘the wretched giant’s bed of dogmas’, which though

painful, allowed for the turn to the ‘truth of feeling’ (GEL 1, 162); while in 1874 she

still insisted that

the fellowship between man and man which has been the
principle of development, social and moral, is not dependent on
conceptions of what is not man: and that the idea of God, so far

as it has been a high spiritual influence, is the ideal of goodness

entirely human (GEL VI, 98).
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Chapter Two — Eliot's Debate with her Intellectual Peers

In 1840 George Eliot was steeped in the works of Carlyle, Mill and Coleridge, who had
themselves questioned all certainties and now sought a head/heart unity (GEL I, 1839-
42; Dodd 1990, 75-78, 81): ‘a new theory of perception in which reason and intuition,
intellect and emotions are merged’ (Dodd 15). Several modern critics have examined
George Eliot’s work in the light of the head/heart struggle (Schneewind, 1965), but
none has considered it in relation to the nature and function of sympathy and duty in the
novels, or to how all may be related to personality and gender construction. The
theorists I consider here have all been considered in relation to their influence on Eliot’s
novels; however, my project 1s distinct. Firstly, these theorists have rarely been
examined for their stance on sympathy and duty in relation to conceptions of gender;
secondly, few works on Eliot consider such a range of influences together, without a
partisan approach. I am less concerned with arguing for the specific influence of any
one theorist, than with observing what all may have contributed to Eliot’s evolving
concept of sympathy and duty and how their work influenced gender relations. Finally,
I am looking for theories for fiction. Eliot does not accept the work of others
uncritically, she challenges, deconstructs and recreates, thus generating different ways
of seeing, different voices and different possibilities for viewing human psychology and
gender. As she said herself: ‘the writers who have most profoundly influenced me ...
are not in the least oracles to me ... [yet] inspiration has so quickened my faculties ...

that I have been ready to make new combinations' (GEL I, 277).
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Eliot met the Brays and Hennells, neighbours who were to accelerate her

cultural and philosophical metamorphosis, in 1841. Bray’s Philosophy of Necessity
(1841) outlines his optimistic necessitarianist philosophy that human minds are
controlled by inviolable laws in the same way that the laws of science control events.
Following Priestley, he believes that it is man’s duty to find out the natural laws and to
then work with them to improve life for all, thus demonstrating that man is not ‘innately
damned, but only miseducated’ (Postlethwaite 1984, 121). Bray employs Benthamism,
Priestley’s Unitarian psychology and phrenology in support of his ideas. He hoped to
‘revise the Benthamite psychology of action’ (Dodd 1990, 85) which argues that
freedom was not a matter of having free will, but involved the range of action open to
an individual (85). From phrenology, Bray argued that our change and growth were
governed by the characteristics which nature had bestowed, but which nevertheless
could be further developed with education and stimulation ‘Although man’s behaviour
is determined by his “mental constitution” and his “circumstances”, he can reasonably
educate himself to understand, and thus potentially to alter, his behaviour’
(Postlethwaite 1984, 127, quoting Bray). Reason could influence instinct, which for
Bray was more than just self-interest, since it encompassed fellow-feeling for family
and friends (Bray 1841, 169). Since reason and emotion acting together could achieve
the maximum self-determination, Bray believed that social reform along utilitarian lines
would achieve the conditions to foster hope and the greatest possible development of
reason and fellow feeling. From this, the maximum ‘action’ would be possible for each
individual, and freedom could be exercised within the scope allowed by determinism. In

encouraging these ‘laws’ and advocating fair and equal chances for all, Bray is raising

morality to the rank of a science.
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It was partly George Eliot’s growing conviction of the need for social reform
that attracted her to Bray’s ideas. Postlethwaite also suggests that it is their
consideration of intellect and emotion as mutually important that best unites Eliot and
Bray (124). In addition, the idea of secular and scientific laws controlling our
psychological, moral, and intellectual development was a continuation of the search for
truth encountered in her reading from Coleridge to Carlyle. Whether rekindled by
Spinoza, Comte or Darwin, her belief in inviolable laws is perhaps one of the most
stable points in her work. Bray’s belief in family and kin empathy, partly derived from
Saint-Simonianism, was also important, but also involved his phrenological interest in
benevolence, a quality which he was concerned to encourage. Thus an early influence

presents a vision of the importance of duty and sympathy to Eliot.

Charles Hennell’s An Inquiry into the Origins of Christianity (1838) was another
major influence. Bray had cast doubt on the divine origin of Christianity, distressing his
wife Cara, Hennell’s sister. The search for evidence to confound Bray led to the
publication of the Inquiry, which aimed to investigate the Gospels and separate truth
from fiction, history from miracle. Hennell had assumed that the ‘principal miraculous
facts supposed to lie at the foundation of Christianity would be found to be
impregnable’ (Hennell 1838, iii). However, he was forced to concede that the true
accounts of the life of Jesus and the spread of Christianity could be accounted for by
‘the operation of human motives and feelings, acted upon by the peculiar circumstances
of the age and country whence the religion originated’ (Hennell 1838, iv). Hennell
stresses that the excellence of the moral system and the beneficial influence of the
Scriptures were still important, and suggest a way between sectarianism and loss of
faith. The effect on Eliot was crucial, being one of many steps that led to her

humanism, and prompting her to search for a new morality. She had already been
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moving in this direction, so that the Brays and Hennells are not responsible for her
change of mind. Yet they do influence a change of heart, for their friendship and
reasoned fellow-feeling eased her state as an intellectual and emotional outsider. They
also gave her the courage to follow her head and heart with regard to her own beliefs:
‘““I say 1t now, and I say it once for all, that I am influenced in my own conduct at the
present time by far higher considerations, and by a nobler idea of duty, than I ever was

while I held the Evangelical beliefs’” (Svaglic, 150, quoting Cross).

In early 1844, Eliot began work on a two-year translation of Friederich Strauss’s
Das Leben Jesu (The Life of Jesus: Critically Examined) (1835-6). Undoubtedly the
project provided her with a sense of worth, which was otherwise lacking in her life. It
was also a means of proving that she was capable of such a difficult and sustained task,
and an outlet for ambition; she also sympathised with Strauss’s struggle to bear witness
to new beliefs and duties in the face of ignorance, intolerance and convention. An
historical analysis of the Gospels, Strauss’s work not only rejects their supernatural
content but also disputes a great deal of their historical veracity; he even questioned the
existence of the creative, personal, transcendental God. Strauss adopts a ‘mythological
interpretation’ (Craig 1998, 164) believing that the Gospel writers added the miracles
forecast in the Old Testament to the myth-history of Christ the man. The text was not
as accessible as Hennell’s, or as comforting, and Eliot struggled: ‘I am never pained
when I think Strauss right, but in many cases I think him wrong’ (GEL 1, 203). Strauss
was unsparing. He did not compensate by outlining the worthy human history of
Christ’s life as teacher, or the benefits of Christian ethics. Her conviction emerged that
Strauss forgot the essence of Christianity. In particular, he forgot people; he failed to
analyse the human dimension of belief, the importance of stories, and the mere idea of

wish-fulfilment. Eliot also disliked his Hegelian approach and particularly the notion of
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the ‘“transcendental spirit of collective mind™ (Hesse, 36-7, quoting Strauss) with
Christ as ‘God-man’ - filled with divine spirit but also a man of genius. Nevertheless,
the work contributed to Eliot’s moral and intellectual evolution, and held particular
relevance for her future writing career, introducing her to hermeneutics as a tool for
fiction, particularly for the psychology of swaying the reader. Meanwhile, the spiritual
pain she felt caused her conviction that sympathy was necessary - from the theorist - for
the readers who were being deprived of their belief. Finally, Strauss’s Hegelian
influences led to his notion of the mythus, which ‘indicated the way in which subjective
perception transformed objective facts into literature’ (Dodd, 92). Both Hennell and
Strauss found the Gospels beautiful, poetic and literary, suggesting that ‘it was qua
literature that the gospels were able to inspire men to moral excellence’ (Dodd, 93).
Possibly such a suggestion accelerated Eliot’s desire to write fiction, her aim being to

to emulate the Gospels in encouraging benevolence and duty.

Benedict (Baruch) de Spinoza (1632-1677), the foremost exponent of
seventeenth-century rationalism, may seem an unusual mentor for the young George
Eliot, yet she first read his work in January 1843 (Haight I, xxiii). While Spinoza’s
influence on Eliot was early, lacked an immediate form of expression, and occurred
when we have few letters and no journal comments with which to assessits impact, it was
nevertheless profound and should not be neglected. Spinoza was concerned with man’s
knowledge and the understanding of those inviolable laws that were already so
important to Eliot. Further, it was once more ‘a thinker who tried to reconcile opposing
modes of enquiry who attracted Marian Evans’s attention' (Dodd 1990, 95). By
February 1843 Eliot had begun a translation, probably of the Tractatus Theologico-
Politicus (1670). She recommenced it in 1849 when her father was dying, while in

January 1844 she translated portions of Ethica (1677) (Karl 1995, 74). Later, while
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with Lewes in Weimar in 1854, and on their return to England, she produced a complete
translation of the Erhica. The reasons why Spinoza’s ideas would attract Eliot are
legion. He defended freedom of thought, advocated a form of democracy and, above
all, his was ‘the moral system of the philosopher whose chief distinction was to embrace
determinism while persuasively showing the possibility of - and indeed the necessity for

- moral sympathy and social duty’ (Ashton 1983, 15).

In May 1%3, Lewes published an essay on Spinoza in the Westminster Review,
eventually to become a chapter in his Biographical History of Philosophy (1902 [1845-
6]). Thus Eliot and Lewes were simultaneously yet independently enthusiastic about
Spinoza: ‘mental sympathy existed before their lives converged’ (Dodd, 1990, 142).
George Eliot possibly experienced a sympathetic and 1maginative identification with
Spinoza, for Lewes’s florid account of Spinoza as pilloried and ostracised by his own
religion and community for expressing his beliefs mirrored her own experience when
father and family rejected her. Tolerance and acceptance of outsiders were major
aspects of Spinoza's doctrine, and of its appeal for Eliot. Overall she believed that this
complex and easily misread work required a full analysis and estimate of the author’s

life and oeuvre. Having been greatly moved by his work, she wished to render him

accurate and accessible, with his ethical message clear.

Spinoza lived, and was educated in the Jewish faith, in Amsterdam. He was
excommunicated, possibly for the publication of the Tractatus Theologico-Politicus,
and refusing all bribes to recant he withdrew into austerity and scholarly labour.
Denounced as an atheist, Spinoza was a forerunner of German higher criticism. His
philosophical works lay neglected until Lessing, Goethe, Coleridge, and German

Biblical critics such as Strauss began his rehabilitation. Spinoza wished to make
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everything intelligent to human reason so all could achieve the joy and freedom that
results from knowledge. In this alone he is an exponent of both benevolence and duty.
He 1s often classed as a Cartesian, despite his opposition to most of Descartes’
principles; Descartes was seeking to improve science and thereby increase human
control over nature, while Spinoza wished to explain truth and knowledge and thereby
improve human beings by explaining that they are Nature. His philosophy of
knowledge and blessedness for all was intoxicating for Eliot, who craved knowledge, a

new moral system, and a path to God and joy which lay outside conventional Christian

worship.

There 1s a dearth of work concerning both Spinoza’s ethical theory and its
influence on Eliot’s work. In George Eliot and Spinoza, Dorothy Atkins notes that
George Eliot 1s lauded as a ‘philosopher-novelist’ (1978, 1) yet Spinoza’s influence on
her is virtually ignored by other critics. The philosopher Garrett also emphasises that
recent research on Spinoza has not done justice to his actual ethics, concentrating
instead on his metaphysics, epistemology, and social and political theory (1996, 269).
Ethics and the search for the ‘“right way of living™ were Spinoza’s major concerns
(268, quoting Spinoza), and the Ethics 1s his most studied work. However, it is the
geometrical method which i1s researched, and the work is rarely studied as a statement
of ethics to live by, The logical truth of mathematics was there to guarantee the truth of
his philosophy for Spinoza, proving its basic axioms. Yet, despite the Euclidian
geometry, the underlying ethics are still powerful. His earlier and unfinished Treatise
on the Emendation of the Intellect (Tractatus de Intellectus Emendatione) (1677)

outlines the ethical argument overshadowed by the geometrical method in the Ethics.
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Spinoza’s ethical system 1s based on the central tenet that all reality is explained
by a single philosophical system, and that if humans can reach full understanding of this
system they can acquire complete happiness. His doctrine is for humans to understand
every possible aspect of life, cease being afraid once fears and evils are explained, and
then take control of their ltves and achieve joy, looking beyond earthly life. Spinoza’s
two main aims were to explain, and to explain rationally and truthfully, and explanation
involved demonstrating that everything is determined by the inviolable laws of nature.
He wants humans to achieve a way of life that ‘transcends merely transitory desires and
which has as its natural consequences autonomous control over the passions and
participation in an eternal blessedness’ (Garrett, 268)." The first step towards
transcendence is understanding man’s oneness with God, and that all creation, humans,
nature, everything, are one entity, which is Substance, ‘the fundamental essence of the
universe’ (Atkins 1978, 8). Spinoza’s God 1s not omnipotent like the theistic God of the
Judeo-Christian tradition, who renders humans passive, afraid, and unable to be active
and strive for understanding, knowledge and freedom. Spinoza’s God is himself
creation and must follow the inviolable laws that govern creation / Substance.
Therefore, the Ethics begins with an account of the most fundamental ‘being’ God or
Substance (Spinoza 1981, 9-12). For humans, the outcome of this full explanation and
awareness should be growth and change, an appreciation of our temporal and finite
earthly existence, and a rejoicing in our eternal existence as part of Substance. Man’s
main false knowledge is the arrogant belief that we are the centre of the universe and
can control nature. This misunderstanding causes all evil, greed, anger, and jealousy,

because humans conduct relations on the premise that they are of primary importance.

% Ermarth describes how Spinoza devalued ‘purpose’ (1985(b), 34) and that ideally activity should be
without purpose. Here, purpose corresponds to transitory material desires and pursuits, and desire for
recognition, which are to be transcended. Ermarth’s ‘purpose’ should not be confused with self-
preservation, which Spinoza thought to be our main duty,
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Intellect and adequate knowledge are required before humans can attain the
freedom and happiness that Spinoza advocates. He describes three different types of
knowledge: the first is derived solely from sensory perceptions, experience, opinions,
hearsay and ‘imagination’ (Atkins, 59) or ‘fancy’.  Because it is confused and
disorganised, this is ‘inadequate’ knowledge, especially if relied upon without reason.
Belief in the supernatural and other irrational ideas stem from inadequate knowledge.
However, training the imagination and empowering the intellect (Garrett, 307) are part
of Spinoza’s project, so that ‘adequate’ knowledge may result. The second type of
knowledge Is pure reason, which is ‘adequate’ and based on ordered simple ideas,
common notions, and deductions of cause from effect. The third type of knowledge,
which is also adequate, 1s reasoned intuition. The last two types of knowledge can give
us accurate information and understanding; they can be relied on and are to be
encouraged. However, the third type of knowledge is not attached to the intellect but is
intuited, or directly felt: it is the ‘scientia intuitiva, which simultaneously grasped
isolated specifics and the totality of existence’ (Dodd, 95). This knowledge corresponds
to the combination of knowledge, reason, and emotions — particularly sympathetic
imagination - as described by Hume and Smith, and is, I contend, illustrated by Eliot in
her Riehl essay as that flash of sympathetic intuition which the artist may produce in
people (Eliot 1992, 263). Such prominence and importance given to the feelings

coupled with reason as part of knowledge 1s fundamental to George Eliot’s increasing

concern with a head/heart balance.

Although we derive all our initial knowledge from sensory perception,
observation and imagination, this knowledge is inadequate, and the outcome may be
what Spinoza calls bondage. Humans who stay tied to their observable life, not wishing

to know of the wider universe and their own true selves, are in bondage. They think
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they are free because they are aware of their own actions, but they know nothing of the
real causes (Atkins, 52). A lack of intellect, or of access to knowledge results in, or
maintains bondage, as does the inability to modify the effects of bondage. Humans have
a limited amount of power and are often beset by outside elements which are stronger
than they. Bondage may even be chosen, or the finite objects to which emotions are
attached may exercise control: such bondage ranges from being controlled by another
human, as Gwendolen is by Grandcourt, or being worked upon by valued possessions,
such as Mrs Tulliver with her china. Such outside forces may induce passions that ¢can
impede the perception of what Is good, or our ability to follow good (Garrett, 274). For

Spinoza, a major part of obtaining knowledge includes how to control the passions.

When adequate forms of knowledge are available, chosen, and practised, then
understanding and growth to freedom 1s possible. If a state of complete knowledge is
obtained, Spinoza terms 1t ‘““blessedness™ - to him 1t 1s the ultimate freedom °‘existing
solely from the necessity of one’s own nature, uncompelled by any external nature’
(Atkins, 10). Living happily and well, in knowledge and in freedom is the greatest
reward. Although punishment exists, it is not conceived by Spinoza as a form of
damnation but the inability to live in harmony with the rest of existence (Atkins, 46).
Eliot believed that ‘“learning is only so far valuable as it serves to enlarge and enlighten
the bounds of conscience™ (GEL 1, 107, n3), while her novels ‘dramatize this human
urge to achieve liberating understanding’ (Atkins, 10). However, she is as concerned
with the characters that do not reason adequately or cannot live in harmony, and her

novels follow their fates while exhorting us to sympathy, as with Hetty or Bulstrode.

It is often assumed that in a determined world moral responsibility is not

possible. However, Spinoza believes that if we have gained freedom, from adequate
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knowledge, then it is possible to achieve moral responsibility and self-determination.
Even arriving at this stage presupposes some ability to change our lives within the limits
available, choosing between different destinies by using adequate knowledge.
Admittedly, Spinoza suggests that much of what controls our choices, and even the
growth to understanding and adequate knowledge that allows choice, is determined.
However, he is not a fatalist: ‘His view is not that the same events would occur whether
we acted or not, but rather that the causal determination of what we do contributes to the
causal determination of what events will occur’ (Garrett, 298), which I believe to
largely explain the idea of the ‘Inviolable law of consequences’. Neither does Spinoza
believe that free will 1s about choosing to be good or evil, he thinks that we can
sometimes freely do good, but evil is never freely chosen since we are always played
upon by external causes. Thus reason would counsel love for those who do good, but

lack of hate or indignation for those who do bad.

Another foundation of Spinoza’s ethics is that all humans — all modes or things —
possess conatus, or a drive to preserve themselves. They constantly strive to persevere
in their existence; and their striving is their essence. Conatus is the major virtue, with
suicide something that Spinoza could not approve of or understand, for self-preservation
is a duty, and therefore self-sacrifice can never be right - or be a duty. I believe this to
be a tenet Eliot acquired from Spinoza. It may explain why she was less self-sacrificing
after her obligation to her father ended, and why, as I will illustrate, self-sacrifice in the
novels is never condoned. The primary emotions — pleasure, pain and desire - are
central to self-preservation. The passions are the more primitive drives which promote
passivity and pain, while emottons are active 1deas derived from adequate thought; they
promote perfection. When we blame our actions on external factors it rather is our

inability to control both our passions and the effect of external stimuli on them that are
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at fault. Some critics have misread Spinoza as rejecting emotions, but they are lauded
as promoting activity and encouraging conatus - only the passions are opposed because
they lead to bondage. Increased adequate knowledge allows us to understand and
oppose the passions, and once understood a passion ceases to have any hold over us.
One of the moral dilemmas that Eliot explores in the novels occurs when emotions,
which originate with our basic drive for self-preservation and are necessary and good,

are not controlled and contained by reason and become passions instead, as with Mr

Tulliver or Caterina Sarti.

The experience of an emotion is very different from one person to another and
may arouse different degrees of pleasure or pain in different humans, Such a
consideration of the relative nature of our emotions is quite remarkable and offers
another example of Spinoza being ahead of his time. George Eliot’s understanding of
this relativism is crucial in the representation of opposing emotions in her novels. At
the end of Part III of the Ethics Spinoza lists emotions and passions whose infinite
varieties exercise him in a study of human psychology (1989, 127-39). He distinguishes
between them and isolates positive emotions such as joy, from negative passions such
as sadness. Vice is defined as any depression of the vitality of life, while virtue is
anything that promotes activity, pleasure and freedom. Power and virtue are the same

for Spinoza, in that man can take control of his life (Atkins 1978, 78).

The awareness Spinoza demonstrates of the complexity of the emotions and
feelings is stunning, and not matched by philosophers or psychologists until Freud. His
cure for man’s inadequate knowledge, for his excusing and rationalising his behaviour
and for blaming external causes, 1s to make man more self-conscious of his conatus, and

understand the self, accept the inner causes, understand the laws of nature, and own
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responsibility. Spinoza suggests that as we gradually know more we will understand
that many of the inexplicable causes of things are the laws of nature that we do not yet
know. For example, there will be causal explanations for all illness, disease and
disturbing behaviour (Hampshire, 121). There is also a general encouragement towards
compassion and benevolence — as understanding - which is a part of duty, for duty is
self-preservation and these aspects of duty assist life. Spinoza concludes that positive
emotions form the source of true human activity towards self-preservation and can be
summed up as ‘fortitudo’® or ‘strength of character’. Fortitudo is divided into two
aspects: ‘fenacity (animositas), which is the “desire by which each one strives, solely
from the dictate of reason, to preserve his being”; and nobility or (generositas), which is
“the desire by which each one strives, solely from the dictate of reason, to aid other men
and join them to him in friendship™ (Garrett, 272, quoting the Ethics). Thus, there is an

in-built benevolence to Spinoza’s creed, even if it receives little attention, and he is

constantly exhorting benevolence.

The emotions play a major part in affecting the degree of activity involved in
self-preservation. Joy (/aetitia) increases the capacity for activity, or perfection, while
sadness (tristitia) decreases perfection (or the capacity for being active) (Garrett 271-2).
Part of what achieves joy is striving for knowledge and freedom. George Eliot’s
heroines, such as Dorothea and Romola, achieve self-preservation, freedom, and are
active in the lives they choose, so in Spinoza’s sense they achieve happiness. Spinoza
thought some emotions, such as sympathy, have active and passive aspects. If nothing
active can come of the sympathy, then such a passive emotion is not useful, and may
even cause harm. For example, if an atrocity is observed but no aid can be offered, the
sympathetic response experienced by the observer is useless according to Spinoza. The

sympathy is only useful if accompanied by action, such as averting suffering. I believe
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Eliot’s opinion differs, for Spinoza ignores the beneficial effect of sympathy on the
observer. Even if they cannot assist, they have experienced, understood and developed,
and may be able to help another time. Eliot’s readers are in the same position, and she

would have them learn from her fictions and take their sympathy out into the world, for

sympathy is never useless.

Spinoza suggests that beings strive to overcome external threats and make
internal modifications that assist in self-preservation. Maintaining external and internal
equilibrium becomes a central tenet for survival with Spencer, Darwin and biologists.
Living in communities 1s a survival tactic, for ‘community virtue’ is achieved through
the good actions and intelligence of individuals (Atkins 83); also it hopefully promotes
tolerance for we all have a self to preserve. The importance of community in Eliot’s
work has prompted Bernard Paris is to judge that for her the ‘“objective basis of
morality is other men” and cites Feuerbach as the main influence. However, Spinoza

had written long before that ‘““the most important thing to man is other men'*(Atkins,

12, quoting Paris and Spinoza).

Consideration of community life leads to the question of altruism versus self-
interest. To explain altruism Spinoza has to explain how conatus or self-preservation
can be directed to the well-being of others. He does not deny the phenomenon of
altruism, but is committed to the view that ‘the causal origins of these phenomena
always lie in a single psychological force, which is the individual’s own endeavour for
his or her own self-preservation’ (Garrett, 303).  While still praising generositas,
Spinoza sees the intellect and the imagination (fancy) as two separate faculties. If the
well-being of another 1s the focus of our actions of self-preservation, then for Spinoza

such altruism only acts through inadequate knowledge and results in passivity. It is
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quite different when the intellect, via the reason, directs our conatus to help others: it
does so through recognition that the true advantage of individuals largely coincides.
The reason perceives that the same things will be beneficial to all, and Spinoza views
such altruism with favour. Acting from virtue, acting under the guidance of reason, and
acting in our own self-interest are equivalent in Spinoza’s doctrine, and thus feelings
can contribute and be as important as reason - it is how they are judged and valued,
using adequate or inadequate knowledge, that 1s the important distinction for Spinoza.
In situations where complete coincidence of interests does not occur, do we help
ourselves or aid others at a sacrifice to ourselves? Spinoza argues that self-sacrifice
cannot be good, nor is it the result of reason or virtue, and must result from being
overcome by passion. He identifies certain types of ‘self-sacrifice’ at a pre-rational
level, such as parenting and sexual sacrifice for the species, and helping another of the
species when overcome by sympathy, even to the detriment of oneself. For the first,
more recent philosophers suggest species preservation to be the explanation. For the
second, Spinoza suggests that the observer is affected in the same way as the one

suffering; a suggestion approximating to the ideas of sympathy put forward by Hume

and Smith.

Finally, Spinoza rarely writes in terms of obligation. There are also few
negatives, little talk of sin, or wrong. His ethical propositions do not exhort or entreat
but evaluate using such positive terms as virtue, joy, happiness, and freedom (Garrett,
285-6). There is little ‘duty’ other than striving for self-preservation, which
automatically involves freedom and joy, and even generositas or benevolence. He
acknowledged the need for some system of law and order, but held that punishments by
elected powers need be done out of duty, not hate or indignation. Unfortunately, as

with many of the theorists whom Eliot studied, Spinoza is yet another who does not
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consider women equal. He rarely discusses women, but in the Tractatus Politicus he
argues that democracy cannot be extended to them, as they are not independent but
subject to their menfolk, like children (Spinoza 1958, 443). He further insists that this
inferior position is due to nature and not mere convention, for history has demonstrated
that women are always inferior to men, weak in intellectual and moral power, and
therefore not eligible to rule in any way (443-4). As an embodiment of how wrong he

could be, Eliot repeatedly presents women characters who are vastly superior to their

male counterparts, such as Mary Garth.

Aspects of Spinoza’s influence reverberate through Eliot’s life and work
synchronously with her many other influences. In discussing Basil Willey’s choice of
Feuerbach as Eliot’s major mentor, Dorothy Atkins argues strongly that Spinoza fits the
model far better (12). While I am interested in Spinoza’s general influence, and how he

contributes to the make-up of Eliot’s creed, I do agree that he has been neglected and

plays a vital role in Eliot’s conception of sympathy.

It is not known when Eliot first read Comte whose influence upon her may
parallel that of Spinoza during the 1840s. A possible awareness dates from 1843 with
her first reading of J.S. Mill’s System of Logic (1843) (Postlethwaite 1984, 27& 43),
which she reread and referred to throughout her life (GEL 1, 310, 363; IV, 233; V, 163).
She may also have read articles on Comte during this period; David Brewster’s review
for the Edinburgh Review appeared in July 1838, and Lewes wrote several pieces
(Lewes 1843 (a); (b); 1844), crediting Comte with the most influential work of the
century. In the wake of the secular and scientific attack on Christianity, many
intellectuals required an alternative belief system, and the humanism of Positivism had a

major impact, substituting a science of society for religious belief. By 1851 Eliot’s
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review of Mackay’s Progress of the Intellect refers knowingly to Positive ideology
(Eliot 1992, 18), and by 1852, she may have read the Cours de Philosophie Positive
(Course in Positive Philosophy) (1830-42) and the Caréchisme Positive, although her
journal mentions reading the Catéchisme in October 1859 (GEJ 1998, 81). As she was
soon Lewes’s companion, she would know of other works as they appeared. A letter to
Charles Bray in 1853 1s assumed to suggest a Comtean influence: ‘I begin to feel for
other people’s wants and sorrows a little more than I used to do. Heaven help us! said

the old religions - the new one, from its very lack of that faith, will teach us all the more

to help one another’ (GEL 11, 82).

Positivism was a synthesis of many disparate 1deas. In an age of fragmentation
Comte appeared to reconcile opposites — a by now standard attraction for Eliot. His
work is considered to fall into two distinct phases, the earlier Course in Positive
Philosophy, and the Systéme de Politique Positive (System of Positive Polity) (1875-7
[1851-4]). However, recent commentators admit a considerable overlap (Hesse 1995,
64), which is quite apparent when the works are read closely. The aim of the Cours is
to demonstrate the existence and continued discovery of the ‘invariable natural Laws’
(Comte 1853 [1830-42], 5) which control all branches of knowledge and life. The
solution to man's problems lay not with politics and institutions, but with a disciplining
of human opinions, behaviour and customs in line with these laws. Comte rejected a
Rousseauan society based around autonomous individuals, freedom and equality,
emphasising instead an organicism of society and family, with relations defined by an

ethics informed by reason and feelings. A system by which these ethics could be

reinforced was required.
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John Stuart Mill, an early admirer of Comte, rewrote much of his System of
Logic because of the influence of early Positivism. Although he and Comte were to
disagree, Mill retained great sympathy for Positivism and influenced Lewes whose
articles on Positivism and The Biographical History of Philosophy (1902), present
Positive philosophy as a doctrine of unity. However, by 1852 Lewes was disenchanted,
although he later claimed that the influence of one who was very dear to him - assumed
to be George Eliot - had persuaded him to view Comte’s work as a Utopia rather than a
doctrine. By 1852, George Eliot had also persuaded Herbert Spencer to read Comte.
Spencer reveals how much ‘Positivism was discussed in the Chapman circle and how

Marian Evans and Lewes were in the vanguard of the movement’ (Dodd 1990, 177).

The primary tenet of the Cours is that all humans and all states of knowledge
have evolved through theological, metaphysical and positivist stages of thought. This
law of three phases was the basis of all intellectual, emotional and social development
as a progressive dialectical history, and one repeated in any individual’s and nation’s
development. The second major tenet is the hierarchical structure of knowledge.
Although every branch of knowledge must pass through the three stages in its growth
and evolution, the progression is not simultaneous; thus some disciplines are more
‘Positive’ than others - as are some individuals, nations or races. Lewes gives the
example of meteorology as still at the supernatural or metaphysical stage, with prayers
still offered for rain (1902, 649). Mathematics was the most fundamental discipline and
all remaining sciences were arranged according to how they build on the preceding
sciences; and how well their ‘laws’ are known and understood. Comte’s classification
of sociology as a science was revolutionary; thus extending scientific method to ‘the
fields of History, Politics and Morals’ (Willey 1949, 188). Ultimately all social

questions are scientific questions and can be explained and measured by these natural
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laws. Psychology 1s absent from Comte’s list; he considered it a branch of both biology

and sociology and one that, concermned solely with reason and intellect, did not take

sufficient account of the feelings. Mill considered this neglect of psychology a major

error (1865, 62-3).

In 1842, Lewes lamented that of the Cours ‘the chapters relating to science
alone have been read; while those more important chapters on social science, to which
the former are but preparatory, have been neglected’ (1902, 643), which is still true of
much critical discussion, A close examination of Book V of Volume I, which deals
with biology, and the whole of Volume II which is devoted to sociology — or ‘social
physics’ - reveals much relating to sympathy and duty. Evolution is central to both the
biological and sociological histories, but, unlike Darwin Comte saw evolutionary
development as progressive, citing Lamarck - with reservations - to support his ideas of
gradual improvement through the inheritance of advantageous features. He did not
accept Lamarck’s theory of constant mutability, or the notion that species were still
impermanent and had given rise to each other, but he did agree that slow gradual
changes could occur (1853 [1830-42], 1, 413-15). Comte therefore suggested that social
perfection was possible for humanity, a condition that could be hastened once social
laws were understood. Acquired characteristics could be passed on, particularly if they

were reinforced in life. Eliot’s hopes for a slow, gradual meliorism, rather than

revolution, found support in this doctrine.

Comte was further influenced by Franz Joseph Gall (1759-1828) who claimed to
explain man’s nature and morality, suggesting laws that resided in the feelings. Comte
‘believed the intellect alone could not discover truth, for *“ the heart is necessary to

prompt the chief inspirations of the intellect, and it must also be put to service to
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understand the results of intellectual enquiry”’ (Dodd, 115, quoting Comte). Gall
identified the cortex as the organ of intelligence, noting that its larger size and surface
area permitted greater intelligence. More important was his assumption of hereditary
intellectual and moral characteristics, which complemented Lamarck’s work. Gall
believed he had located various ‘organs’ for moral and intellectual ‘faculties’ at
individual sites in the brain, and identified the ‘organs’ of benevolence, adhesiveness,
amativeness, and so on. From this work, phrenology originated, for Gall considered
that the faculties of the brain influenced the shape of the bone, so that a reading of the
contours of ,Ehe skull disclosed how well developed the faculties were. Gall believed
that men were innately mediocre, but that his science could be used to educate, improve,
and even perfect them, by developing or repressing certain faculties as required.
Influenced by Lamarck, he developed the possibility that improvements encouraged
during life could be transmitted to the next generation. Reformers such as Comte
adopted his theory, for it presents man as malleable and capable of improving. Comte

therefore modified his stance and some of the ‘inviolable laws’ became malleable.

Gall’s work gave rise to various gender-specific statements that Positivism
amplified, for example that men are more intellectual because their brains are larger,
while women have better developed regions of benevolence, adhesiveness and
philoprogenitiveness (love of children) than man and so are suited for nurturing and
dealing with social relationships (Russett 1989, 19). From this Comte talks constantly
of women’s altruism, maintaining that they are innately sympathetic. ‘Altruisme’ in
French derives from the Italian ‘altrui’ meaning ‘of or to another’ or ‘what is another’s’,
and Comte’s 1830 coining meant “devotion to the welfare of others, regard for the other
as a principle of action; opposed to egoism or selfishness’® (OED, 1989). Interestingly,

Comte’s altruism stresses a lack of egotism, but does not initially demand the welfare of
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others to the detriment of the self. Yet it was the growing demand for selflessness that
Mill feared in Comte’s later work. Comte suggests that the affections had developed
within the family to control all base instincts and that altruism was originally extended
to all, as social interaction developed. The development of ‘individuality’ disrupted this

process; thus for Comte, modern civilisation was atrophying altruism and encouraging

egoism.

The Positivist stage would arrive once the underlying laws governing social
physics were fully known (1853 [1830-42], II, 74), but in advance of this Comte
formulated his first ‘certainties’ concerning the major attributes of human nature.
Firstly, the essential ideas of our human nature are fixed by the preponderance of the
affective over the intellectual faculties (II, 128). Secondly, as man 1s not strong he
must use his intellect, but sociality has to be developed for all to help each other, as
most are not sufficiently intellectual. Further, the personal affects are stronger than the
social ones, so that it is the latter which need to be developed 1if the common welfare is
to flourish. More intellectual and sympathetic development will assist the social instinct
to grow (II, 131-3) with the groundwork for both being done in the family, where we
are educated to be social. Comte considered any attempts to disrupt the family as
signals of social decay (II, 132). These certainties Comte still considered immutable.
With hindsight, Mill described this system as spiritual despotism, with Comte dictating
not directing behaviour. Comte considered equality to be revolutionary and dangerous
(Mill 1865, 78), and allowed no personal liberty whatsoever, seeing it as inconsistent
with the laws of society; in fact, obeying the laws was liberty (Comte 1858 [1852], 228-

9). This moral policing implied unanimity over moral issues, yet this was not possible

until the Positive stage had been fully realised (Mill 1865, 96).
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The Systéme de Politique Positive appeared during 1851-54. In his first phase of
work, Comte had argued that study and understanding could lead to morality, but since
then he had met and fallen in love with Clotilde de Vaux. When she died in 1845
Comte nearly lost the will to live. His experience fixed love, duty and altruism as
paramount for humanity’s progress, with woman now elevated to Madonna status. The
Systéme was written to expound a newly developed doctrine - the Religion of Humanity
— which further elevated feeling over reason and held love and service to others to be
the major guiding principles: ‘In the treatment of social questions Positive science will
be found utterly to discard those proud illusions of the supremacy of reason, to which it
had been liable during its preliminary stages’ (Comte 1848, 10). In order to ensure the
continued progress of altruism, Comte’s Systéme dictated how all life was to be lived. A
philosophic and scientific priesthood consisting of the greatest minds in all the subjects
comprised the intellectual guides. Their powers were to be upheld by the moral
influence of women. Now that intellect was once more subordinate to the heart, women
could assume their place on the pedestal of emotion, and exercise their moral force over
all. The capitalists were to be the material providence, while the majority of the people
would do the work and be the general, or active, providence. Rank and function were
only to be preserved until spiritual power was established and then merit would dictate
rank - although little in the works suggests how such changes would ever take place.
Every possible aspect of life was dictated to re-assert the reign of the emotions, as
‘Positivism now turns to the task of devising “a system which regulates the whole
course of our private and public existence, by bringing Feeling, Reason and Activity

into permanent harmony™’ (Willey 1949,196, quoting Comte).

The political climate in 1851 led Comte to think that the time had come to

‘direct the thoughts of women and working man to the question of a thorough
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renovation of the social order’ (Comte, 1858 [1852], 13-4) - hence The Catéchisme
Positive (1858 [1852]) was produced as a guide for women. It is in the form of a
dialogue between a woman and a Positivist priest, for since knowing Clotilde, Comte
has become ‘a twofold organ’ for Humanity (Comte, 1858 [1852], 19) - that is, he can
now speak for women. Comte’s inflexibility 1s most evident in his attitude to women
and working men. If George Eliot’s novels concentrate on the extension of sympathy,
the groups she considers most are women and ‘ordinary people’. While these are not
Riehl’s or Comte’s peasants or working classes, many are nevertheless a developed
English equivalent, such as Eppie, Adam, Hetty, Bob Jakin, and Felix. Comte’s
seeming concern for women and ‘ordinary people’ may well have acted as another
catalyst for Eliot’s initial interrogation of Positivism, yet his remarks in the Cours were
ominous. Of working men he declares that Positivist Philosophy is best suited to
‘ameliorate the condition of this majority, without destroying its classification, and
disturbing the general economy...[thus] regulating the final classification of modern
society’. Instead, reorganisation and peace are to be achieved by “habitually interposing
a common moral authority between the working classes and the leaders of society’
(Comte 1853 [1830-42], II, 48). This proposal does not suggest a radical change in the
‘progress’ of the lower classes. In the Catéchisme Comte says that if the worker is in
need of some new ideas, he ‘must go again to the priesthood for them. He must not
interrupt his industrial action by a vain attempt at scientific cultivation’ (Comte 1858
[1852], 275). I do not think Adam Bede or Felix Holt would observe this.  Yet,
paradoxically, Comte believed that working men needed ‘Emancipation from obsolete
beliefs and a sufficient amount of mental culture’ (1880 [1848], 136). Most disturbing,
when discussing ‘humanity’, Comte declares that people must be ‘whole’ and capable
of assimilation, hence we can ignore those “born upon the earth merely to manure it™’

for ‘these mere digesting machines are no real part of Humanity’ (1858 [1852], 74 -5,
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quoting Aristotle). It is not clear to whom he was referring here, but it would be

interesting to know Eliot’s response as she read her Caréchisme.

Meanwhile, Comte considered that white, middle and upper-class woman had
reached the pedestal of development. The task of Positivism was to prevent regression,
while encouraging working-class women to aspire to the situation of their superior
sisters: ‘the law of social progression ... consists in disengaging women more and more
from all employment which is foreign to their domestic functions’ (1853 [1830-42], 11,
292). Initially Comte describes woman as wholly subordinate. In the Cours he insists
that the conditions of marriage will be ‘the natural subordination of the woman, which
has reappeared under all forms of marriage’, and worse, that ‘biological analysis
presents the female sex ... as constitutionally in a state of perpetual infancy’, while
‘social science will show their equality 1s incompatible with their separate special and

permanent functions’ (II, 135). This is Comte again predicting the outcome of social

laws as yet unknown.

In the Catéchisme Comte has become less dismissive of women, no doubt
mellowed by the influence of Clotilde. Despite Eliot’s admiration for Comte’s
eagerness to promote sympathy, it is unlikely that she accepted his attitudes to women.
Many of her women characters rebel against imposed gender roles, despite the resulting
pain and disruption. Alcharisi pursues her vocation, Romola, an intellectual, becomes
head of her household, Mary Garth writes books, Dorothea remarries, and Hetty and
Rosamund are sad lapses from innate womanhood, variously killing their babies. One
wonders what Mrs Poyser would have to say to Comte, since while she may not work
outside the home, she contributes much of its income. Women are educated under

Comte’s system — some critics seem to think they are excluded - and have the same
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education as men, but schooling stops at twenty-one (Comte, 1858 [1852], 293) and
they do not experience the vocational stage ‘for their vocation is always known and
happily is uniform’ (132). Finally, women are denied individual ‘incorporation’; that is,
they are not praised after their death in the manner that ensures their eternal memory on
Earth (137) except via their husband’s incorporation. Consequently, perhaps Eliot was

being arch - if not subversive - when she contributed ‘O may I join the Choir Invisible /

Of those immortal dead who live again’ to the London Positivist group.

In the General View (1848), Comte does suggest a means of combining
women’s domestic role with a wider social influence by suggesting ‘Positive salons’,
which are remarkably similar to the ones Eliot praises in her ‘Woman in France’ essay
(1992, 37-68). Here is ‘the mode in which women can with propriety participate in
public life... women in their salons will promote active and friendly intercourse between
all three classes...Gently and without effort a moral control will thus be established’
(1880 [1848], 171). Comte’s argument for restricting women was because their ‘most
important duty ... i1s to form and perfect man® (137), by which the family and society
would grow to greater sympathy. Comte even recommends idealising and worshipping
women as ‘guardian angels’ (Wright 1982, 36). This is an impossible role to sustain,
and one that compares to Feuerbach’s deconstruction of why man has created a perfect
being, God, to compensate for his lack of perfection. Overall, Comte’s readers were
misled. Because he talks of improving man and society, and of change and growth
through his equal education system; and because women are relatively raised and
praised, with sympathy and the caring virtues lauded, and altruism encouraged, Comte’s
doctrines appear radical yet benevolent. Yet women are to be exploited as a sympathy

resource, while he regards many working people as plebeians beyond improvement. All

are themes strongly countered in Eliot’s novels.
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In The Subjection of Women (1869), Mill disputed Comte’s contention that
woman’s nature was immutable and innate, and that they lived entirely for others and in
their affections (Wright, 47-8). He further insists that an adequate psychology is
required before the differences between the sexes can be understood (Millet 1972, 127).
Certainly George Eliot exceeded the limited education that Comte allowed women, he
being concerned only to educate the mothers of sons. In 1840, Eliot had read “Woman’s
Mission’ (Lewis, 1839), an originally anonymous abridged transiation of De [ 'education
des méres de famille, ou de la civilisation du genre humain par les femmes (1837), by
Louis Aimé-Martin, a Saint-Simonian. The work recommends improved education for
women if they are to be good mothers and wives. Eliot initially approved and was soon
quoting and recommending the original (GEL I, 66, 70, 107). The ‘Woman’s Mission’
cult of the mid-Victorian period had a powerful influence, and for many such as Eliot it,
and Saint-Simonianism, led to Comte’s work. This level of sentiment is one that Eliot
skilfully subverts in several of her essays. She wanted more for women, and her
journalistic voice of @ man to men is a strategic ploy to win converts, as in ‘Margaret
Fuller and Mary Wollstonecraft’ where s/he advocates women’s education for its own
sake, stating that ‘some of the best things [Fuller] says are on the folly of absolute

definitions of woman’s nature and absolute demarcations of woman’s mission.’ (Eliot

1992, 183) - hardly a Comtean sentiment.

Comte does not really engage with the idea of man becoming altruistic. He
considers men unable to extend care and sympathy beyond their immediate domestic
bounds, although its encouragement 1s part of woman’s role. Morals are simpler to
women than social rules, because she has ‘felt’ them naturally rather than having to

reason out her actions like a man (Comte 1858 [1852], 184). Within the family we are
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first weaned from self-love to altruism by being able to love our parents, and love for
siblings teaches us to extend this process; marriage is the second step beyond the love of
self as ‘conjugal love [is] an education for universal sympathy’ (1880 [1848], 172,n),
and having children the third. Comte accepted that man’s sociability was innate but had
been submerged as individualism developed and civilisation distanced family and
female influence - hence it needed to be encouraged. However, he seems unconvinced
that in ‘the tendency to place social above personal feeling... [woman] is undoubtedly
superior to man’ (1880 [1848], 155). Further, he assumes that women are better
othermothers when a child’s mother has died and in most cases ‘do better than the father
himself® (1880 [1848], 179), while in the Systéme he declares that ‘the paternal is the

least pure of all the domestic feelings’ (1875[1852], II, 159-60).

Comte’s view that man’s obligations are to humanity and not to God has
immediate appeal to any non-believer searching for an ethical creed to replace God,
although Mill thinks it goes too far in its suggestion that whatever is not a duty is a sin.
Mill also objects to Comte’s idea that the good of others should be the only reason on
which we allow ourselves to act (1865, 138). In On Liberty, Mill referred to Comte’s
‘liberticide’, suggesting that altruism would be crushed if men’s ‘active faculties’ were
depressed by over-control (Wright 1986, 45-6), a situation frequently explored in Eliot’s
novels. Comte banned the word ‘rights” substituting ‘duty’ since all security is now to
be found in ‘reciprocal obligations' (1880 [1848], 266). Comte even suggested that
artificial insemination should replace sex so that the ‘Utopia of the Virgin Mother’
could flourish (Wright, 30). For Comte, happiness, altruism and duty coincide.
Seemingly, Mill correctly perceived the full extent of selflessness demanded by
Positivism, for under its requirements no-one lives for himself. Yet if working men are

to observe ‘the gratuitousness of labour’ (Wright, 30) and work for sympathy and duty
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as their reward and motive, and women are to be the moral conscience of the system yet
cannot have their intellects improved — despite the whole basis of the system being that
the faculties are malleable — then where is the altruism from the capitalists and
philosophers? Comte is establishing a giving and receiving of sympathy which is

divided along the same class and gender lines that Eliot parodies in her novels.

There is continuing debate as to how committed to Positivism George Eliot was,
and to what extent it influenced her fiction. Wright charts the critical history of opinion
on this, while claiming that Paris (1965) and Knoepflmacher (1965) overestimate the
influence of Feuerbach to the detriment of Comte (1981, 257-8). More recently, Hesse
has insisted that Eliot’s affinity to Comte 1s greater than 1s generally accepted (Hesse,
16).> I am intrigued by this partisan defence of favourite theorists, although far more
interested in the synthesis of possibilities, and any sources of interpretative fictions.
The major attraction of Positivism for Eliot lies in its vision of a community of
sympathetic people whose priority is benevolence. While the constant striving within
Eliot’s fiction to encourage such sympathy suggests approval, how closely does

Comte’s conception of altruism correspond to Eliot’s ideas on sympathy?

Whether Comte’s altruism was to be encouraged in all, for all, is debatable. He
suggests that women should use their positive knowledge of the brain to further their
work with the affections (Comte, 1858 [1852], 265), yet he considers them too
intellectually inferior to achieve man’s work. He does suggest that ‘each sex should
strengthen the moral qualities in which it 1s naturally deficient’ (1880 [1848], 196) but
the concentration is always on women helping men to become more sympathetic.

Although woman is supposedly less intellectual and short of energy and thus needs

5 Hesse also insists that many critics do not read Comte’s works closely or widely enough, particularly
before forging connections with Eliot’s work (134).
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something to ‘strengthen courage’ (196), little is said about how she will be encouraged.
Above all, will everyone be equally selfless? Given Comte’s attitudes to women, the
working classes, and equality it seems unlikely. Eliot repeatedly explores the dangers
of one-sided altruism, and the outcomes are not beneficial. Conversely, in her novels
sympathy is often the force that drives a character to rebel against the blind insistence

on the type of tradition, dogma and duty that form the heart of Comte’s system.

Eliot was attracted to Comte’s cerebral theory - his belief that human faculties
are malleable and that the constant improvement of mankind is therefore possible —
because she hoped all would eventually extend their sympathy. She was also intrigued
by his attitude to children. Comte lists ‘maternal instinct’ as egoism not altruism, as
children are often<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>