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HELEN SMALL

“[H]e affected the air of an Englishman for whom life holds no more mystery”. “Il affecta l’air d’un Anglais pour qui la vie n’a plus de mystères” (Balzac 63). Thus Raphaël de Valentin, the protagonist of Balzac’s La peau de chagrin (1831), at the moment when he casts and loses his last sou on the roulette table of a down-at-heel Paris gambling salon. It is the designation of his disenchantedness as peculiarly English that, at this temporal distance, catches the eye. Why “un Anglais”? Byron, no doubt, was one influence — filtered through Balzac’s reading of Musset — but the figure of the young Englishman jaded with Europe, out of funds, and in exile from his own country, having over-stepping the bounds of parental tolerance or English law, has too many possible models to be attributed to one source. The world-weary English were ubiquitous. Affecting to be one of them, Raphaël attempts to make light of his loss. He aims at (but does not quite carry off) an air of negligence in the face of disaster, before heading out in the direction of the Seine.
	When George Eliot imagined, in The Lifted Veil, a man for whom life has, as a matter of fact, “no more mysteries” she was, like Balzac, tapping into an established figure of the cosmopolitan whose Englishness is not a mark of national “rootedness” so much as international shorthand for a form of characterological performance conventionally coded, in the Byronic model, as “English” but that had, of course, other national variants. The geographic trajectory by which the cosmopolite comes to be displaced from his or her original context differs (think of Conrad’s Assistant Commissioner, Mann’s Hans Castorp, James’s Mme Merle) but the world-weariness enacted for local consumption is essentially the same. This is clearly not the cosmopolitan ethics of much recent anthropology and cultural criticism.[endnoteRef:1] It is a cultivated detachment, but any ethos projected has much more to do with isolated individualism than with modern cosmopolitan theory’s egalitarian concern for the whole of humanity (or with nineteenth-century cosmopolitanism’s antithetical relation to patriotism). The effect Raphaël aims at is world-weary cynicism; the effect of failing to pull it off is, necessarily, irony. The thin cynicism of affected (in this case) “English” detachment generates in the French novelist, and in the reader, regardless of nationality, an ironic consciousness of how desirable it would be, at this point, to possess the self-sufficiency and the charisma of the thoroughgoing cosmopolitan cynic. [1: 
NOTES
 Anderson and Appiah have been particularly influential within literary criticism. For a critical overview of the field see Robbins (48). For an up to date survey of the literature on Eliot and cosmopolitanism see Albrecht (413).] 

Like La peau de chagrin (a novel Eliot knew and admired[endnoteRef:2]), The Lifted Veil adopts a consciously incomplete orientation towards a cynical cosmopolitanism, and does so on the basis of significant alterations in the underlying social type. The conventional model, associated with Byron, was aristocratic: decadent and/or alienated in its perspective on the world, where “the world” means, in the main, “Western and Central Europe”. Balzac’s protagonist is the son of an impoverished ancien régime Marquis failing to find a social foothold in post-Napoleonic France and attempting, faute de mieux, an “air” of English aristocratic carelessness. Eliot’s protagonist, Latimer, expresses an alternative displacement of the convention along class lines. His family is new aristocracy, with substantial landholdings purchased by his banker father, keen to emulate old aristocracy. Intended for Eton and Oxford, but disqualified by a fragile constitution, Latimer is privately tutored in England then completes his education in Geneva; he subsequently has some wider experience of Europe. By education and situation he has all the outer accoutrements of cosmopolitanism as it is recognized in contemporary critical theory, but he remains unremittingly hostile to “worldliness”. To be “worldly” is, in his account, to be shallow, vulgar, materialistic, ignorant, “barren”, “dead” — above all dead to poetic inwardness (32, 35; also 30). [2:  See ‘Balzac’, in Rignall (2000), 11; and ‘George Eliot, Balzac and Proust’, in Rignall (1997), 210-24.] 

In its geographical range, and its literary field of reference, The Lifted Veil was the first European story Eliot had written — the first story, that is, written on the basis of her own increasingly cosmopolitan engagement with European literature and culture. Composed and published in 1859, it drew closely on her own experiences of Geneva between 1849 and 1851 (her first taste of independence, in her early thirties) and more happily travelling with G. H. Lewes from Geneva to Basle, Vienna, and Prague in 1858. (Latimer exactly repeats Eliot’s and Lewes’s itinerary). Generically, the story’s acknowledged precursors are also avowedly European: the most obvious influences are French and German — Rousseau’s Rêveries and Confessions, Goethe, German Romantic lyric — intermixed with elements of modern French melodrama and English Gothic. The topos of prevision and subsequent confirmation by which the narrative achieves its main Gothic effects casts Latimer’s psychological alienation as a form of old European knowledge reluctantly internalized into a modern English subjectivity: the emotional devastation of his married life is a chronicle foretold from Prague and then Vienna; symbolically, he becomes in his later years a Wandering Jew, drifting through “foreign countries” until he returns to England, to the ironically styled “Devonshire nest” where he awaits his foreseen death (42).
All these aspects of the novella indicate an opening out of George Eliot’s literary imagination to a world beyond England, but we are, clearly, a long way from the ethics of cosmopolitanism found in Daniel Deronda (1876). In recent years the single most influential contribution to critical discussion of Eliot’s thinking about cosmopolitanism has been Amanda Anderson’s chapter on that novel in The Powers of Distance (2001). Anderson concentrates much of her attention on the Jewish portions of Daniel Deronda, arguing that Eliot
laments the “cosmopolitan indifference” promoted by the rootless condition of the Jew, an indifference that threatens to afflict modern “migratory Englishmen” as well; at the same time she valorizes cosmopolitan artistic culture and a reflective relation to tradition, both of which she saw as enabled by cultivated detachment as well as instructive forms of exile (64).

The cosmopolitan distance sought is not, Anderson concludes, “a sustained or absolute disengagement — for Eliot a destructive delusion — but rather a cultivated partiality, a reflective return to the cultural origins that one can no longer inhabit in any unthinking manner” (120). The reconciliation of modernity and cultural inheritance thus achieved “verges”, for Anderson (I take it there is a shade of skepticism here) on “a prescriptive ideal”: a “cultivated partiality” that will combine the best features of inhabited tradition and critical distance. I shall come back to this hint of suspicion before the prescriptivism of Daniel Deronda’s cosmopolitanism, but I want to approach it via the question of what The Lifted Veil may tell us about Eliot’s earlier thinking on the subject of cosmopolitanism, given its position as her first extended imaginative engagement with the idea of “English” ethical detachment in a European context.
It is a commonplace of George Eliot criticism that The Lifted Veil may be read as an admission, within limits, of skepticism about the viability of a humanism based on non-discriminatory sympathy. (Given insight into other minds and hearts would we really care more deeply, and more equitably, for the rest of humanity?) By 1859, when she commenced work on The Lifted Veil, she had published two works (Scenes of Clerical Life and Adam Bede) which tied the purpose of her fiction explicitly to the cultivation of sympathy, enabled most keenly by experiences of suffering that awaken us to our common human lot. But she was also starting to wrestle with the deep problems in this moral ideal. Certain consequences of her skepticism are well recognized: the subsequent acceptance of necessary limits on the human capacity for sympathy, famously expressed in Middlemarch; her growing concern with the relation between the pursuit of human commonality and a proper ethical partiality (Anderson, Appiah, Albrecht); less standardly, but as tellingly, the ‘discomfiting uncertainty’ in some of her writings about whether, in pursuing one’s good self, ‘one is being led into one’s humanity or away from it’, even ‘whether one is, is still, or is yet, a human subject’ (Miller 306) .
In the main the critical literature on Eliot and cosmopolitanism has stressed the congruity of her interest in cosmopolitan ethics with her wider ethical concerns — especially in its refraction of her overarching concern with the right relation between claims of partiality and claims of impartiality. It would be in keeping with the conventional interpretation of The Lifted Veil’s place in the development of her treatment of sympathy from a relatively naîve view to mixed sympathy-and-skepticism to see The Lifted Veil as an admission, within limits, of comparable doubts about the ethical claims often attached to cosmopolitanism: deliberately standing back from the belief or hope that a wider experience of the world will foster a more egalitarian allegiance to humanity beyond the proximate claims of family and nation. But such a reading produces a problem of intellectual historical sequence: nothing Eliot had written before 1859 suggests that she had as yet developed views we could be justified in calling “cosmopolitan idealism”, and she would write nothing really sustained in that vein until Daniel Deronda seventeen years later. Taking Anderson’s description of Daniel Deronda as read, the effect of putting it in company with The Lifted Veil is to suggest that if Eliot was verging on “prescriptive” cosmopolitan idealism by the mid 1870s she had reached that point by starting out from cynicism, or something very close to cynicism.
To widen the critical lens across a longer range of Eliot’s fiction is, moreover, to find the near-prescriptive cosmopolitanism of Daniel Deronda, and (what I take to be) the “attenuated cosmopolitanism” of Middlemarch,[endnoteRef:3] framed by two strikingly cynical reflections on cosmopolitanism: The Lifted Veil on the early side, and, on the later, Impressions of Theophrastus Such (1879). Rather than treat The Lifted Veil, then, as an idiosyncratic, even perverse first take, or miss-take, on cosmopolitanism, I propose to read it as a companion piece with Impressions: a serious and not an isolated inquiry into the ethical claims of cynicism as a historically important and still intellectually viable route into an ethics of cosmopolitanism. [3:  I am necessarily shortchanging Middlemarch here. By ‘attenuated cosmopolitanism’ (a phrase borrowed from Carlyle) I mean to describe the European passages of the novel (primarily, Ladislaw’s dilettante wanderings through what he casually refers to as ‘the entire area of Europe’, and Dorothea’s blighted Roman honeymoon) which put a temporary distance (historical, critical, and aesthetic) on the priority of what Carlyle called ‘the old insular home feeling’, but do not seem to me fundamentally to challenge it. See Middlemarch (81); Carlyle, ‘Burns’ (287-88). For a much fuller consideration of the nature of Middlemarch’s cosmopolitanism, see Robbins (forthcoming).] 


I. Cosmopolitanisms Ancient and Modern

The first cynic, Diogenes of Sinope, was also the first philosopher to identify as cosmopolitan, and to claim by the label a philanthropic outlook wider than that associated with the nation state. “[A]sked whence he came, he replied with the famous word kosmopolites, ‘I am a citizen of the world’.” The historian of ancient cynicism, Donald R. Dudley, adds a cautionary gloss:
It is essential not to read too much into this profession. For us “cosmopolitanism” as a conception carries an emotional colour which is the legacy of Alexander, transmitted through the Roman Empire and the Catholic Church. But […] the phrase as used by Diogenes was one of negation, meaning, “I am not a citizen of any of your Greek cities.” (35)

The “negative cosmopolitanism” (Desmond 271) of the Cynics, as it is often termed, was a reaction against the power of the city state, and more broadly against “every kind of coercion imposed by the community on the individual” (Dudley 34). With its accent on the autarkeia (self-sufficiency or non-attachment) of the virtuous man, cynicism was a philosophy befitting the situation of the exile Diogenes, and it found a sympathetic twentieth-century historian in Dudley, who in 1937 recognised the value of a philosophical defence of individualism in a context of emerging fascist nationalisms.
To later ears, there is an evident danger here of imposing a modernizing sense of individualism on a culture and a political system that possessed quite different understandings of individual agency. “Ancient Greek had no term for ‘individual’ in our anti-social, indeed antipolitical, sense”, Paul Cartledge observes — summarizing a now large literature on the subject: the root word idiotes designated the citizen in their unofficial capacity, reflecting a standard Greek “privileging of the public space” (13 and n).[endnoteRef:4] Indeed, some recent critics have suggested that the principal difference between ancient and modern cynicism is that the latter only “begins with [modern] individualism”: it is driven not by Diogenes’ desire to test philosophy against the evidences of human nature but by assertive self-interest (moral, political, economic).[endnoteRef:5] This was not Dudley’s presumption: he thought of individualism as a proper cultivation of the agent’s moral and political independence; and he thought of cynicism as a defence of such independence — bound to exhibit a pattern of historical recurrence, in so far as the centralizing tendencies of pre-war nation states will produce a contrary reaction towards individualism. [4:  See also Goldhill and Farenga.]  [5:  See, for example, Caldwell; and Babich.] 

A less Nietzschean account, with post-war globalization in view, might rather stress (as the better recent accounts of cosmopolitanism have done) the inherent difficulty of finding the right scale for cosmopolitanism’s claims, which risk on the one hand dissolving into falsely or prematurely universalizing pieties, and on the other “being overwhelmed by a pluralizing tide of smaller, subuniversal cosmopolitanisms” (Robbins 48) (the “rooted” cosmopolitanisms referred to earlier). The problem of scale was, in stark fashion, a feature of early cynicism. Diogenes conceived of the cosmos as “the common city of gods and men” (Dudley 35), but in such a way as to disqualify all men but the sophos from access to that “commonality”. By contrast, his disciple Crates interpreted the injunction to worldliness as reason to interest himself in all humanity (hence “the Cynic as Watchdog, as Doctor, or as Scout”, driven by psilanthropia, concern for the merely human [Dudley 43]). Both men defined the exercise of cynicism in terms of the ethical autonomy of the individual but they espoused quite contrary understandings of the desirable practical and philosophical distance to be taken on the world.
[bookmark: _GoBack]Historically remote though nineteenth-century cynicism of common parlance was from the cynicism of Diogenes of Sinope, it contained important traces of the original model (not all of them present at any one time): an assertion of the cynic’s independence from conventional material requirements, his contentment with a bare minimum; by virtue of that contentment, his enjoyment of freedom from emotional disturbance (apatheia, in the Greek); perhaps most importantly, the effect his speech and his manner of life had of altering or debasing the common moral currency (paracharattein to nomisma). In the case of an individual such as Byron who successfully performs the character of the cynic (though the reality of his ethical commitment to it may be questioned), his perceived cynicism will possess at least some of the qualities associated with Diogenes: personal charisma, outspokenness, impudence or shamelessness (hence the doglike [kunikos] character of the cynic), a taste for biting wit or “earnest comedy” (the diatribe is a favored genre), a delight in paradox, and a talent for puncturing any amount of theoretical sophistication with “a small amount of brute fact”.[endnoteRef:6] [6:  See Dudley, for the chief characteristics of the cynic. Also Goulet-Cazé and Goulet; Branham and Goulet-Cazé; Branham; and Mole.] 

All these traits carry over from antiquity, but nineteenth-century cynicism has, in the main, a much less secure relation with virtue ethics than its classical precursor. More often than not, it involves the rhetorical and/or charismatic performance of cynic traits while making few if any ethical claims upon its audience. It is, for that reason attractive observational terrain for satirists. As Thackeray’s Pendennis puts it to his friend Warrington, “Much solitary pipes and ale [will] make a cynic of you […]. You are a Diogenes by a beer-barrel” (415). The performance of Balzac’s Raphaël falls short in not dissimilar ways — underpowered charismatically and ethically. In both cases, the narrator’s and reader’s alertness to the gap between the affectation of cynicism and the reality of frustrated desire generates a complicated sort of substitute for sympathy, indulging the performance without making any claims for or about the would-be cynic’s moral standing. By virtue (if that’s the word) of irony, the narrative thus narrowly averts cynicism on its own part (another young man predictably gone to the dogs); it recognizes, too, an aspect of performative excess about cynicism that contradicts or complicates the assault on an audience.

II.  A Pathological Cynicism

We know from Eliot’s letters and Notebooks that she had, all her adult life, an affection for Diogenes of Sinope. “You will think”, she wrote, aged 18, to her former teacher Miss Lewis, in August 1838, that “I need nothing but a tub for my habitation to make me a perfect female Diogenes, and I plead guilty to occasional misanthropical thoughts, but not to the indulgence of them.”[endnoteRef:7] Like Thackeray, and like Balzac, she seems to have found the contemplation of the cynic performance a kind of relief from the exacting standards of her own idealism. Clearly she enjoyed Diogenes’ reputed willingness to thumb his nose at conventional behavior as well as conventional morality. (A transcription from Rabelais, in her Notebooks reads: “Diogenes rolls his tub because he does not like to be idle among people so busy” [III, fol. 85].[endnoteRef:8]) Eliot was probably still a schoolgirl when she first read the other Diogenes (Laertius), 3rd century biographer and historian, whose Lives and Opinions of Eminent Philosophers is, with Theophrastus’s Megarian Dialogue, the main source of anecdotes about Diogenes making his home in a tub in the marketplace: her own copy of Lives and Opinions[endnoteRef:9] is referenced in her Notebooks and quoted on several occasions in the novels.  [7:  To Maria Lewis, in The George Eliot Letters, ed. Gordon S. Haight, 9 vols (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1954-78), I, 5-8 (6).]  [8:  Quoting and translating Rabelais, ‘Prologue de l’auteur’, Le tiers livre des faicts et dicts héroïques du noble Pantagruel. Eliot owned the Oeuvres de François Rabelais, 5 vols. in 2 (Paris: Bibliothèque Nationale Collection des Meilleurs Auteurs Anciens et Modernes, 1870-73). See Notebooks and Library, III, 94 and 220n.]  [9:  It is unclear from the surviving sources whether she had also read the Megarian Dialogue.] 

The most immediately relevant allusion to the original Diogenes comes in a letter written to John Blackwood in February 1859 as she was beginning work on The Lifted Veil. She writes to share with him a letter from Jane Carlyle, warmly praising Adam Bede:
Mrs. Carlyle's ardent letter will interest and amuse you. I reckon it among my best triumphs that she found herself “in charity with the whole human race” when she laid the book down. I want the philosopher [that is Carlyle] himself to read it, because the pre-philosophic period — the childhood and poetry of his life — lay among the furrowed fields and pious peasantry. If he could be urged to read a novel! I should like, if possible, to give him the same sort of pleasure he has given me in the early chapters of “Sartor,” where he describes little Diogenes eating his porridge on the wall in sight of the sunset, and gaining deep wisdom from the contemplation of the pigs and other "higher animals" of Entepfuhl.[endnoteRef:10] [10:  To John Blackwood, 24 February 1859, Letters III, 23-24 (23).] 


The reference is to the persona Carlyle adopted in Sartor Resartus (1833-4), Diogenes Teufelsdröckh — part vehicle for a satire on German idealism, part cynic mouthpiece for a series of reflections on the relationship between the immanent spiritual conditions of human life and changing historical circumstance.[endnoteRef:11] In the context it is not absolutely clear what Eliot takes to be the thrust of the passage describing the “little Diogenes’” pastoral suppers, though she clearly enjoys the cynic’s elevation of the pigs. Carlyle plays havoc with the pastoral mode, caustically implying that, however beautiful the sunsets, the young philosopher’s education may progress somewhat haphazardly if left to the pigs and natural happenstance alone. (The chapter “Idyllic” is, thus, both in tune with cynicism’s animal-like indifference to social convention, and skeptical of any claims that would press that indifference — or that Romanticism — all the way to anti-intellectualism.) It is possible that Eliot’s own attachment to the idea of an idyllic “pre-philosophic period” in childhood softened her reading of Sartor Resartus a little at this point. Even if that were the case, it is clear that the cynic tradition, both in its classical form and as revived for the nineteenth century by Carlyle, was attractive to her and in her mind when she first conceived of the narrator of The Lifted Veil. [11:  See Sartor Resartus, bk. II, ch. II, ‘Idyllic’, in Works I, 71-79 (73-74). ] 

In key respects, Latimer’s character strongly resembles that of a cynic. The peculiar disease of consciousness that afflicts him with accurate prevision of the future and unwanted insight into the banality of other minds is, from one perspective, a re-expression of cynicism as a modern pathology of mind. Latimer does not merely anticipate the disappointment of his own romantic hopes; he knows, with second sight as empirically valid (to him) as normal ocular experience, that the future holds disabusement and death. But it is in the quality and content of his insight into other minds that The Lifted Veil moves most deeply into the terrain of the cynic’s debasement of the common moral currency. Here too the story draws on the language of empirical scientific observation to underwrite its psychological and moral claims:
I began to be aware of a phase in my abnormal sensibility, to which […] I had not been alive before. This was the obtrusion on my mind of the mental process going forward in first one person, and then another, with whom I happened to be in contact: the vagrant, frivolous ideas and emotions of some uninteresting acquaintance […] would force themselves on my consciousness like an importunate, ill-played musical instrument, or the loud activity of an imprisoned insect. […] I might have believed this importunate insight to be merely a diseased activity of the imagination, but that my prevision of incalculable words and actions proved it to have a fixed relation to the mental process in other minds. But this superadded consciousness, wearying and annoying enough when it urged on me the trivial experience of indifferent people, became an intense pain and grief when it seemed to be opening to me the souls of those who were in a close relation to me — when the rational talk, the graceful attentions, the wittily-turned phrases, and the kindly deeds, which used to make the web of their characters, were seen as if thrust asunder by a microscopic vision, that showed all the intermediate frivolities, all the suppressed egoism, all the struggling chaos of puerilities, meanness, vague capricious memories, and indolent make-shift thoughts, from which human words and deeds emerge like leaflets covering a fermenting heap. (13-14)

Where Eliot’s own earlier fiction had encouraged the reader to see substantive emotions and needs as our common psychological condition (and, by that commonness, warranting our compassion) Latimer sees the content of other minds as largely unformed and so without dignity: the inner mental workings that force themselves upon his own consciousness are “vagrant, frivolous […] uninteresting”, but no less “obtrusive” for that. Formless, irrational, banal they may be, but they are “importunate[ly]” real. In its degrading alertness to the material base of the human condition (immorality, and amorality, under the microscope), and its pervasive disgust at the pretense of rationality and idealism with which most people “grace” their mental life, Latimer’s narrative stands intransigently at odds with the ethos of imaginative sympathy that was the foundation of Eliot’s humanism.
The debasing “realism” that characterizes his dealings with individuals characterizes also his dealings with culture. This anti-idealism is, moreover, articulated along sight-lines that seem to mimic the ethical effects of cosmopolitan distance. So, the actual experience of Prague that confirms his pathological power of prevision is expressed as an induction into knowledge about the true tendencies of cultural history that overturns and annuls any assumption of liberal progress: 
as I stood under the blackened, groined arches of th[e] old synagogue, made dimly visible by the seven thin candles in the sacred lamp, while our Jewish cicerone reached down the Book of the Law, and read to us in its ancient tongue — I felt a shuddering impression that this strange building, with its shrunken lights, this surviving withered remnant of medieval Judaism, was of a piece with my vision. Those darkened dusty Christian saints, with their loftier arches and their larger candles, needed the consolatory scorn with which they might point to a more shrivelled death-in-life than their own. (22)

In the eyes of the cosmopolitan cynic, history turns in on itself: the “Christian saints” find meagre consolation for their loss of cultural authority in scorning the “withered remnant of medieval Judaism”. Both forms of faith reduce to blackened cultural and linguistic survivals. Recognising the synagogue’s mockery of liberal enlightenment history, Latimer and his party themselves start to take on the aspect of mittel-European Jews: they are the audience of the ancient Book of the Law, read to them in Hebrew by the cicerone; as they leave the place Latimer reaches out for a Judaic phrase — “the elders of our party wished to return to the hotel” (22); the precise confirmation of his second sight, when it comes, is a compacted symbol of Old Testament lore — a “patch of rainbow light on the pavement transmitted through a lamp in the shape of a star” (23).
In all these respects, Latimer’s narrative seems to bespeak a very cynical cosmopolitanism, and yet we are a long way from the cynic’s self-sufficiency. Latimer despises others, but he is only reluctantly “non-attached”. He longs for human fellowship, but the “very dogs shun[ned him]”, he reports: they “fawned on the happier people about me” (25). As he bitterly reflects, his lot is to have possessed the poet’s sensibility without the poet’s powers of expression. “This disposition of mine was not favourable to the formation of intimate friendships” (7); more self-pityingly, a “dumb passion” makes for “a fatal solitude of soul in the society of one’s fellow-men” (7). Latimer yearns after, but is denied, the softening influence of the idealism he believes himself temperamentally inclined to until the change in his consciousness.
By his own reckoning the true cynic in his story is Bertha, his brother’s fiancée, and after his brother’s death his own wife, whose “prematur[e] cynic[ism]” disturbs him, not least when she directs it against the German lyrics that are his “pet literature” at the time of their meeting (15). When she tells him that she would prefer not to love the man she marries (“I should be jealous of him; our ménage would be conducted in a very ill-bred manner. A little quiet contempt contributes greatly to the elegance of life”) he is dismayed (26). The older Latimer would, presumably, agree, but for the younger Latimer there is no pleasure in having one’s idealism knocked out of one “prematurely”. The one act of compassion he is capable of, in these years, is to feel for his father, who discovers disappointment too late in his life for him to have many resources against it: “Perhaps the tragedy of disappointed youth and passion is less piteous than the tragedy of disappointed age and worldliness” (28). Certainly Latimer does not stop to wonder why cynical detachment might recommend itself to an orphaned young woman dependent, as he is not, on the marriage market for her future comfort. As he sees it, the difference between himself and Bertha is that her detachment is cultivated, and serves her self-interest; his is unwilling, and costs him everything that might have made life emotionally pleasurable and morally sustainable.
Latimer is, on closer scrutiny, not so much a cynic as a man who embodies the fundamental problem exposed by cynicism: that of finding the appropriate ethical distance on the rest of humanity. His predicament is, indeed, only clear when one understands the continuing intellectual force for Eliot of classical cynicism and (within it) of a ‘negative cosmopolitanism’. In The Lifted Veil the older tradition of thinking about cosmopolitanism runs in tandem with the modern one — turning a corrosive eye on its view of detachment as a path to a universal humanism, bringing to the fore the problem of the right degree of proximity between self and other. Given the apparent accuracy of Latimer’s insight into the moral life of those around him there can be no adequate resolution for him: proximity breeds a level of insight corrosive of affection and respect; distance breeds despair. And what is true of his personal affective life is also true of his response to the world. The problem for cynicism and the problem for cosmopolitanism are one and the same in this narrative approach towards a cynical cosmopolitanism that is, nevertheless, not quite an achieved cynicism  —  culminating in Latimer’s despairing sense that his own impending death is only a personal image of the inevitable death of all human culture:
All that was personal in me seemed to be suffering a gradual death, so that I was losing the organ through which the personal agitations and projects of others could affect me. But along with this relief from wearisome insight, there was a new development […] It was as if the relation between me and my fellow-men was more and more deadened, and my relation to what we call the inanimate was quickened into new life. The more I lived apart from society, and in proportion as my wretchedness subsided from the violent throb of agonized passion into the dullness of habitual pain, the more frequent and vivid became such visions as that I had had of Prague — of strange cities, of sandy plains, of gigantic ruins, of midnight skies with strange bright constellations, of mountain-passes, of grassy nooks flecked with the afternoon sunshine through the boughs: I was in the midst of such scenes, and in all of them one presence seemed to weigh on me in all these mighty shapes — the presence of something unknown and pitiless. […] to the utterly miserable  —  the unloving and the unloved  —  there is no religion possible […] (35-6).

This is no more the ethical detachment of Diogenes than it is the ethical “partial detachment” of Daniel Deronda. It is much closer to (and is surely meant to recall) the “last man” trope of so much late Romanticism: Shelley’s “Ozymandias”, Byron’s “Hell”, Mary Shelley’s The Last Man. It is also, plainly, the point at which Eliot’s story moves to marshal our resistance to Latimer, if it hasn’t done enough already to ensure that. Always a difficult candidate for sympathy, or for the kind of indulgence a more flamboyantly performative cynicism might command, he is too obviously teetering here on the edge of pastiche. What the story (what Eliot) wants out of us, as it nears its conclusion, is a renewed commitment to that element of idealism requisite to the functioning of human sympathy  —  which may be why Latimer is not permitted to tip over entirely into pastiche, or entirely into cynicism. It is undoubtedly why she added to the 1878 Cabinet Edition of the story the directive motto, requiring us to read The Lifted Veil as a monitory exploration of how damaging it will be to human fellowship to turn too mercilessly revealing a light on human nature:
Give me no light, great Heaven, but such as turns
To energy of human fellowship;
No powers beyond the growing heritage
That makes completer manhood.


III.   “Debasing the Moral Currency”

It is a matter of record that Eliot quickly came to be dissatisfied with the jeu de melancholie that was The Lifted Veil. She turned down an opportunity to reprint it in 1873  —  insisting, nevertheless, that “I care for the idea which it embodies and which justifies its painfulness. There are many things in it which I would willingly say over again, and I shall never put them in any other form. But we must wait a little”.[endnoteRef:12] She waited five more years, until 1878 when, in the same year that she agreed to the republication of The Lifted Veil, she wrote a work that resembles it more closely than anything else in her fiction, but that still more strongly recalls Carlyle’s Sartor Resartus. Where the cynicism of The Lifted Veil is pathological, reluctantly entertained by its narrator, and carefully contained by its author, the cynicism of Impressions of Theophrastus Such (1879) is fully embraced, stylistically and (by way of experiment) ethically. [12:  To John Blackwood, 2 February 1873, Letters V, 380-81 (380).] 

	That cynicism might encourage or even require particular forms of writing rather than others seems to be hinted at in Eliot’s reference to biding her time before returning to the ‘idea’ of The Lifted Veil. It was, surely, a problem exacerbated for her by the degree of her own investment in prose fiction, especially and increasingly the long novel, as a vehicle for the development of sympathy  —  admitting of serious doubts, but not permitting them dominance. With The Lifted Veil she had essayed the short (single installment) story in a mixed content cultural periodical, finding there a ‘one off’ space for melancholic play. She was, probably, encouraged by Blackwood’s historical association with romance and Gothic writing that stretched the boundaries of taste for the day. That poetry might be a fitting vehicle for her own exploration of cynical philosophy probably never occurred to her. She had surprisingly conservative notions of poetry, which led her to reserve it almost exclusively for emotional and spiritual truths that could speak directly to the soul through rhythm and meter as much as through any propositional content (LaPorte). Historically, cynicism has been as readily adapted to poetry as to fiction (Rochester, Swift, Pope, to name only the most prominent examples in the English tradition); in certain periods it has flourished on the stage (Early Modern drama, most obviously). Other Victorian writers, as the case of Thackeray indicates, found it attractive material for the novel.
Eliot’s problem was, in short, to a degree of her own making. But it derived not just from her established habits of writing, but from the extent of the philosophical engagement she proposed. She was not, as Thackeray was, testing cynicism as one philosophy among others to which the Bildungsroman protagonist (Pendennis in the example given) might be tempted to subscribe: she wanted to explore the proposals and the insights of cynicism in a sustained experiment that required a form peculiarly fitted to the style of the philosophy: not an alternative to realism, but a different variety of realism. The short story had proven not quite adequate to her needs (in her hands it remained, as we have seen, disconcertingly circumscribed by the pressure to reaffirm sympathetic communion). But in the yoked form of the ‘impressions’ and the ‘character sketch’ she found what was for her a more appropriate vehicle, eminently suited to charismatic performativity, to paradox, to biting wit, and to the puncturing of any number of theoretical sophistications.
Impressions of Theophrastus Such remains (as each new critic seems bound to confess) her least tractable, least studied, and probably least loved work — though it is not a work that expects or welcomes readerly affection. It is, on the contrary, rebarbative from the outset. Following in the tradition of the classical writer Theophrastus and his later imitators (the French essayist La Bruyère most prominently), Impressions seeks to update the genre of the character sketch to admit a more modern set of political and philosophical concerns, and a more modern understanding of the material basis of psychology. Like all the major classical instances of the genre, it is at least as much a work of rhetoric as it is of ethics, exploring the typical stylistic features of different varieties of speaker in the public forum. Theophrastus ordered them according to kinds of moral grouping among the rhetorician’s audience, exploring the habits of mind and speech that a persuasive orator should be competent to recognize and to imitate (‘The Fabricator of News’, ‘The Busybody’, ‘The Morose’ … ). In Eliot’s hands, the same underlying principles apply but the oratorical tradition is adapted to different kinds of authority in writing, reflective (in part) of different kinds of moral and psychological disposition (the scholar, the drudge journalist, the political pundit, the pulpit evangelist), and assisting reflection along the way about the collective disposition of certain sectors of society (Evangelicals, English Jews),  Prominent among the dispositions under scrutiny is that of the modern cynic.
The problem Theophrastus seeks to resolve in the course of his adoption of this long series of rhetorical-cum-ethical dispositions is the problem The Lifted Veil, too, had addressed — but from which it had in the end retreated: what to do with the ineradicable presence of one’s own self in one’s ethical philosophy. Andrew Miller rightly observes that Theophrastus recapitulates a theme familiar not only from The Lifted Veil but from her first published essays, whereby ‘“getting interested in the experience others ” is understood, perversely, as a way of being “independent of the common lot”’, aggressively courting the double danger of a “non-human independence” and/or an envious relation to pain as the presumed psychological medium of commonality (Miller 308, 313; quoting ITS 11-12). The special trouble with cosmopolitanism, as Theophrastus encourages us to see it, is that it is very much harder to achieve a “cultivated detachment” than that easily invoked phrase may imply.
He does not, of course, put it in quite that way. Rather, the question he asks in the first chapter of Impressions, “Looking Inward”, goes as follows: “May there not be at least a partial release from the imprisoning verdict that a man’s philosophy is the formula of his personality?” Imagining the world to be like a book: in theory
an attention fixed on the main theme or various matter of the book would deliver us from [our] slavish subjection to our own self-importance. And I had the mighty volume of the world in front of me. Was there no escape here from this stupidity of a murmuring self-occupation? (10)

Well — not yet, is his verdict. It has been the attempt of this would-be cosmopolite’s life thus far to cultivate detachment, but “self-occupation” keeps obtruding in the form of asking oneself the question “have I done with self-occupation yet?”:
the habit of getting interested in the experience of others has been continually gathering strength, and I am really at the point of finding that this world would be worth living in without any lot of one’s own. Is it not possible for me to enjoy the scenery of the earth without saying to myself, I have a cabbage garden in it? (10-11)

This is not a prose style that makes any use of that familiar vertical shift, in Eliot’s writing, from third person narrative to first person plural ethical reflection; nor does it employ the lyricism commonly and characteristically associated with her as a moral writer. This is, like the style of Sartor Resartus, a tonally unstable and destabilizing voice — one that can express decidedness and undecidedness in equal measure, that deals in tolerance and exasperation, self-interest and self-mockery and that mixes philosophical speculation with demotic leveling, universal humanism with an insistent self-concern. It has, indeed, a quality Eliot admired in Balzac, “who dares to be thoroughly colloquial, in spite of French strait-lacing”.[endnoteRef:13] [13:  To François D’Albert-Durade [29 January 1861], Letters III, 374.
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] 

	One answer to the problem of one’s ineluctable attachment to oneself (the answer Theophrastus gives to himself) is to adopt the anthropological cum philosophical role of an observer of other characters, in the full knowledge that one will necessarily also be writing about oneself. Another, that may form part of that larger enterprise, as it does for Theophrastus, is to follow the example of the ancient cynics, and to make one’s obstinate attachment to oneself the basis of a performance of character that is both a rejection of the notion of cultivation and (ironically) an imposing performance of a form of negative cultivation. Chapter X of Impressions takes its title from Diogenes of Sinope: “Debasing the Moral Currency”. Its theme, ostensibly, is that of The Lifted Veil: the necessity of protecting ideal standards against a tendency (which the cynic identifies as rife in modern culture) to debase “the ideal stamp” — in this case, through contact with the irreverence of comedy. Clowning, burlesque, parody are continually “lower[ing] the value of every inspiring fact and tradition so that it will command less and less of the spiritual products, the generous motives which sustain the charm and elevation of our social existence” (84). This is the professed theme; but what the chapter rather demonstrates, in true cynic style, is that all idealism has its base in the unglamorous condition of being human. Theophrastus may fear that the Socratic education of the next generation will not survive their early exposure to “a burlesque Socrates, with swollen legs, dying in the utterance of cockney puns” (85). The cynic, and Eliot behind him, knows that Socrates will survive, and that it is the function of cynicism to hold idealism — and pomposity (its stylistic partner here) — down to earth.
	The consequence for cosmopolitanism, in “Debasing the Moral Currency” is, similarly, double layered: on the surface cosmopolitan idealism comes out of the cynic performance in poor shape. The chapter has a great deal of fun, for example, at the expense of the superficial cosmopolitanism that consists in displaying one’s knowledge of the French language — a temptation Eliot had learned over the years to restrain in herself (one of the revisions she makes to The Lifted Veil when she permits its reprinting in 1878 is to alter much of the French-in-passing to English). The chapter starts with a sizeable quotation from La Bruyère on the proper objects of ridicule, then moves into a wordy reflection on “that enhancement of ideas when presented in a foreign tongue, that glamour of unfamiliarity conferring a dignity on the foreign names of very common things, of which even a philosopher like Dugald Stewart confesses the influence” (81). But there is, of course, a deeper cosmopolitanism of learning at work in Impressions, in the homage paid to Theophrastus and his later imitators (La Bruyère included), in the updating of the purpose of the character sketch to admit more modern concerns, including those of modern psychology, and in the concern with what, beyond an equitable detachment, might be expected of a philanthropic concern for humanity that claims to extend beyond the boundaries of the nation state. 
One of the difficulties for the critic of knowing how highly to value The Lifted Veil is deciding what to do with Eliot’s own dissatisfaction with it — her commitment to the ideas that motivated it, but her evident judgment that the form was not right, and should not be repeated. Impressions of Theophrastus Such I take to be a second attempt at the same cluster of ideas, but without the hesitations in the face of cynicism that can be seen both in the characterization of Latimer and the tempering of his style. The committed cynicism of Impressions achieves a bolder and, theoretically, a more secure answer to the ethical questions Eliot had set herself to address in The Lifted Veil (though it is almost certainly too intellectually demanding an answer to have the popularity The Lifted Veil now enjoys). On the first of those questions, whether we need some protection against too invasive a realism, it delivers, instead of The Lifted Veil’s anxious “yes we do” the cynic’s neatly ambiguating answer: a vote in favor of realism (“no we don’t”), but somewhat countered by the attractions of his own characterological performance — the charismatic power of his self-sufficiency, and the bracing effect of his comic wisdom. On the question of what it might mean to be unattached, and whether cosmopolitan detachment is even a desirable ideal, The Lifted Veil is unhappy in the extreme: the major need we have of idealism, it asserts, operates at the level of our psychological assumptions — that element of idealism which allows us to believe sufficiently in the dignity of our fellow human beings (how their minds work, what they care about) to make human fellowship a sustainable condition. Impressions offers, again, the cynic’s answer: a “natural” unattached self-sufficiency is the goal we should be aiming at, for we have no need of false beliefs and little (though some) need of the supports of civilization. For Diogenes this was itself a route to cosmopolitanism, not of the kind that measures everyone equally highly, but of the kind that measures everyone as equally low.

Cynicism is, notoriously, too much a philosophy of individuals to be described as a “school” of thought. Both in antiquity and in its later, more philosophically dilute, guises, it has never pretended to or wanted intellectual dominance — a wide social acceptance would be fatal to its claims — so it has always existed alongside other, more respectable, more widely accepted forms of ethics: it is, to use the old analogy, the dog pissing or copulating in the marketplace. In so far as it had and has a consistent tendency, it is less an “anti-idealist” one than it is an effort to find an appropriately manageable level for human idealism and human aspiration. Its appeal for George Eliot, both before and after her attempt at formulating a “near-prescriptive” cosmopolitan idealism in Daniel Deronda, was multiple. It was aesthetic: encouraging her to break free from stylistic strait-lacing. And it was ethical. Cynicism performs a reality check on prescriptive idealism: it asks not what could be achieved in the best of all possible worlds, but what is practicable in this world, given what we know about human nature. It was, in her case, an intellectual starting point out of which a measured idealism might emerge; it was also a constant reminder when tempted to press idealism upon others (as she so nearly was in Daniel Deronda) that the most politically and ethically effective idealism will not lose contact with the base condition of being human.
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