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Introduction

Th e following two passages, illustrations offered in support o f  
theoretical arguments, frame the period  and the issues under discussion in 
this book. T he first is a late-tw entieth-century, confessional reflection on 
a California street scene; the second, an eigh teen th-cen tury  philosophical 
fiction. Together they define a continuum : a recurren t narrative about 
sympathy, spectatorship, and the spirit o f  capitalism.1

Several times a week I must negotiate my way past the crowds o f home-
less people on Telegraph Avenue in Berkeley Every time I do so, I am
overcome with irrational panic__ Then, one day, I realized that I always
studiously avoided looking at the homeless people, whom, with ruthless 
arbitrariness, I either help or don’t help. And I began to understand that 
my panic on these occasions is not just economic but specular. W hat I 
feel myself being asked to do, and what I resist w ith every fiber o f my 
being, is to locate myself within bodies which would, quite simply, be ru-
inous o f  my middle-class self—within bodies that are calloused from 
sleeping on the pavement, chapped from their exposure to sun and rain,

1 I use this phrase— obviously appropriated from Max Weber s The Protestant Ethic and the 
Spirit of Capitalism (1930)— to describe the way in which, under capitalism, economic rela-
tions structure social relations. Weber s formulation is especially relevant to the kind o f street 
scene discussed here, in which people encounter one another primarily as economic subjects.

I
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2 Introduction

and grimy from weeks w ithout access to a shower, and which can conse-
quently make no claim to what, within our culture, passes for “ideality.”2

As we have no immediate experience o f what other men feel, we can 
form no idea o f the manner in which they are affected, but by conceiv-
ing what we ourselves should feel in the like situation. Though our 
brother is upon the rack, as long as we ourselves are at our ease, our senses 
will never inform us o f what he suffers. They never did, and never can, 
carry us beyond our own person, and it is by the imagination only that we
can form any conception o f what are his sensations__ It is the impression
of our own senses only, not those o f his, which our imaginations copy.3

These passages— the first from  Kaja Silverm ans The Threshold o f the 
Visible World (1995), the second from  Adam  Sm ith’s The Theory o f Moral 
Sentiments (1759/ 1790)— link sympathy and spectacle in a way that, I will 
argue in this book, takes paradigmatic form  in V ictorian fiction. In each, 
a confrontation betw een a spectator “at ease” and a sufferer raises issues 
about their m utual constitution; in  each, the sufferer is effectively replaced 
by the spectator’s image o f  h im  or herself. As instances o f  w hat I w ish to 
call “scenes o f  sympathy,” these two passages, along w ith  o ther scenes and 
texts discussed in the chapters that follow, docum ent m odern  sympathy’s

2 Kaja Silverman, The Threshold of the Visible World (N ew  York: Routledge, 1995), 26. 
“Ideality” is Silverman’s name for the “ego-ideal” or idealized self expressed in, and indeed 
indistinguishable from, “an idealized image o f  the body” (70). “There is perhaps no more 
fundamental manifestation o f  these kinds o f  ‘difference’ [gender, race, class, sex],” 
Silverman writes,

than the customary reluctance on the part of the sexually racially, or economically priv-
ileged subject to identify outside of the bodily coordinates which confer that status upon 
him or her, to form imaginary alignments which would threaten the coherence and ide-
ality of his or her corporeal ego. Typically, this subject either refuses “alien” identifications 
altogether, or forms them only on the basis of an idiopathic or assimilative model; he or 
she imaginatively occupies the position of the other, but only in the guise of the self or 
bodily ego. This kind of identification is familiar to all of us through that formula with 
which we extend sympathy to someone less fortunate than ourselves without in any way 
jeopardizing our moi: “I can imagine myself in his (or her) place.” (25)

Silverman in fact defines the conventional formula— the self in the other’s place— as a 
refusal to identify, on the grounds that doing so would endanger the corporeal ego.

3 Adam Smith, The Theory of Moral Sentiments, ed. D. D. Raphael and A. L. Macfie 
(Indianapolis: Liberty Classics, 1976), 9.
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Introduction 3

inseparability from  representation: bo th  from  the fact o f  representation, in 
a text s swerve toward the visual w hen  the topic is sympathy, and from is-
sues that surround  representation, such as the relation betw een  identity  
and its visible signs. T h e  V ictorian  subject, as num erous studies have 
po in ted  out, was figured crucially and w ith  increasing emphasis as a spec-
tator; as such, moreover, that subject was frequently called upon  to 
w atch— and to participate in— a continual drama o f  rising and falling for-
tunes. In  such a context, these scenes illustrate, econom ic status signifies 
visibly and spectatorship is inseparable from  self-reflection. Society b e -
comes a field o f  visual cues and its m em bers alternative selves: im aginary 
possibilities in a field o f  circulating social images, confounded and in ter-
dependent projections o f  identity.4

4 There is an immense body o f  literature about modernity and spectatorship. I am espe-
cially indebted to Richard Sennett, The Fall of Public Man (N ew  York: Vintage, 1978). Elaine 
Hadley describes a late-eighteenth-century shift from secure, paternalistic social relations to 
a specular market culture, in which “the vast array o f  customary rights and obligations, for 
so long central to rural society, gives way to enclosure and leaseholds. In short, kinship rights 
and responsibilities are replaced by contractual obligations among discrete and contending 
economic parties__ The ranks became increasingly like strangers to one another, both lit-
erally and figuratively.” Melodramatic Tactics: Theatricalized Dissent in the English Marketplace, 
1880-1883 (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1995), 18-19. For a fundamental discussion 
o f  the idea o f  theatricality in this connection, see Jean-Christophe Agnew, Worlds Apart: 
The Market and the Theater in Anglo-American Thought, 1330-1730 (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1986). Guy Debord articulates the connection between capitalism and 
spectatorship as follows: “In societies where modern conditions o f  production prevail, all o f  
life presents itself as an immense accumulation o f  spectacles. Everything that was directly 
lived has moved away into a representation.” Debord, Society of the Spectacle (Detroit: Black 
and Red, 1983). In Discipline and Punish (N ew  York: Pantheon, 1976), M ichel Foucault lo-
cates the origins o f  modernity in the Panopticon s construction o f  a subject o f  imagined 
visibility: a disciplinary subject who imagines him or herself as always under surveillance. 
Foucault s model resembles Smith’s idea o f  the imagined “impartial spectator” who regu-
lates individual behavior in ethical society; in each case, as in my argument about sympathy, 
the construction that explains social behavior takes shape as an imaginary scene. As I argue 
in more detail in Chapter 1, the capitalist subject is also a self-scrutinizing one, and the spec-
tator— the individual who, as in Debord s remark, sees life as representation— the prototyp-
ical consumer. For further discussions o f  spectatorship and modernity, see Anne Friedberg, 
Window Shopping: Cinema and the Postmodern (Berkeley: University o f  California Press, 
1993); Deborah Nord, Walking the Victorian Streets (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1995); 
Dana Brand, The Spectator and the City in Nineteenth-Century American Literature (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1991); Rachel Bowlby,Just Looking: Consumer Culture in Dreiser,
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4 Introduction

Smith depicts sympathy no t as a direct response to a sufferer bu t rather 
as a response to a sufferer’s representation in a spectator s mind. As Peter de 
Bolla points out, for Smith, “sympathetic sentim ent is, in the last analysis, 
‘imaginary.’ ”5 Each participant in w hat has com e to be called, no t inci-
dentally, “the sympathetic exchange,” envisions him self (and bo th  partici-
pants are, for Smith, implicitly male) as the o ther must see him . T he result 
is the transform ation o f  sympathy w ith  the o ther into sympathy w ith  the 
self—a self already figured as representation. “As they are constantly con-
sidering w hat they themselves w ould  feel, if  they actually were the 
sufferers, so he is as constantly led to im agine in w hat m anner he w ould be 
affected if  he was only one o f  the spectators o f  his ow n situation” (22). In 
Sm ith’s form ulation, w hen  sympathetic spectator and sufferer occupy 
different places in  the social hierarchy (the problem  w ith  im agining the 
o ther’s position is, after all, that “we ourselves are at our ease”), w hat circu-
lates in the spectator’s m ind are positive and negative cultural fantasies: im -
ages o f  social degradation and, simultaneously, o f  w hat Silverman calls “ide-
ality” T he  scene o f  sympathy in  effect effaces bo th  its participants, 
substituting for them  images, or fantasies, o f  social and cultural identity. 
A nd it is because o f  the interdependence o f  and continual oscillation be-
tw een images o f  cultural ideality and degradation in the scenes I discuss

Gissing, and Zola (N ew  York: Methuen, 1985) Jonathan Crary, Techniques of the Observer: Vision 
and Modernity in the Nineteenth Century (Cambridge: MIT Press, 1990). For a recent discussion 
o f  the role o f  race in similar scenes, and o f  the way the image o f  the spectator replaces that o f  
the object in narratives o f  slavery, see Saidiya V  Hartman, Scenes of Subjection: Terror; Slavery; and 
Self Making in Nineteenth-Century America (New York: Oxford University Press, 1997), chap. 1.

Between Smith and Victorian fiction comes, for the purposes o f  this narrative, 
Wordsworth, in whose work sympathy appears as a similarly specular relation between ob-
server and observed, and w ho, in ways too complex to be enumerated here, repeatedly dis-
places the social into the poetic. Wordsworth often constitutes poetic authority in narra-
tives o f  social difference that give way to assertions o f  likeness, as a character— the solitary 
reaper or leech gatherer, for instance— becomes an occasion for the poet’s reflections on 
his own authority and creativity. For my purposes, the most relevant recent commentary 
on such displacements and their role in constructing the liberal subject is Celeste Langan, 
Romantic Vagrancy: Wordsworth and the Simulation of Freedom (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1995). See also David G. Riede, Oracles and Hierophants: Constructions of 
Romantic Authority (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1991).

5 Peter DeBolla, “The Visibility o f  Visuality,” in Vision in Context, ed. Teresa Brennan 
and Martin Jay (N ew  York: Routledge, 1996), 75.
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Introduction 5

here— products o f  the im agination o f  a spectator positioned, phantasm ati- 
cally, betw een them — that I consider Sm ith’s scene o f  sympathy to stand 
bo th  as a prim al scene in  the history o f  sympathetic representation and as 
a visual em blem  o f  the structure o f  middle-class identity.6

Kaja Silverman offers the passage cited above to illustrate a thesis about 
the bodily determ ination  o f  self-image. T hough  no t explicitly about sym-
pathy, her narrative renders manifest, even as it raises questions about, the 
im plicit threat the homeless sufferer poses to a middle-class observers 
identity. W hat, for instance, in this narrative, accounts for the “ruthless ar-
bitrariness” that bestows m oney on  som e beggars bu t no t on  others? 
W hat logic links “econom ic” and “specular” panic? A nd w hen  Silverman 
feels she is being “asked” to inhabit a body o ther than her own, w ho or 
w hat is doing the asking? T he act o f  looking, in her account, fills the spec-
tator w ith  the anxiety o f  bodily contagion, the fear o f  inhabiting the beg-
gar’s place. T hat anxiety is w arded o ff by im agining a self victim ized by 
the m ere sight o f  a person w ithou t a hom e: the middle-class self on dis-
play here is a self assaulted by the visual, one w ith  no apparent defense 
against the draining o f  funds, feeling, and identity  to  w hich  that sight is 
felt to lead. D esiring her money, the foundation o f  her ideality, the beggar 
threatens her place, and in the bourgeois im agination there are never 
enough places to go around. G iven the close relationship betw een 
identification and vio lent appropriation— w hat D iana Fuss has called 
“killing off the o ther in  fantasy in  order to usurp the o th e r’s place, the 
place w here the subject desires to b e”— one has to wonder, in Silverman’s 
account, w ho is killing w hom ? Im agining that the o ther wants her iden-
tity, her “ideality,” the spectator wards o ff the threat as only a spectator can, 
“killing o f f ’ the o ther by refusing to look .7

6 M y idea o f  the scene o f  sympathy is indebted to Mary Ann Doane s discussion o f  the 
term “scenario”: “Spectatorship in the cinema has been theorized through recourse to the 
‘scenario’ as a particularly vivid representation o f  the organization o f  psychical processes. 
The scenario— with its visual, auditory, and narrative dimensions— seems particularly ap-
propriate in the context o f  film theory.. . .  Freudian and Lacanian texts appear to be priv-
ileged at least partially for their ability to generate convincing scenarios which act as con-
densations o f  several larger psychical structures or as evocations o f  a particularly crucial 
‘turning point’ or movement.” The Desire to Desire: The Woman's Film of the 1940’s 
(Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1987), 13-14.

7 Diana Fuss, Identification Papers (NewYork: Routledge, 1995), 9.
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6 Introduction

T he specular panic Silverman describes here is, she recognizes, an effect 
o f  capitalist econom ics. T he passage reveals the same anxiety about “fel-
low  feeling” Sm ith does w hen  he w rites that “persons o f  delicate fibres 
and a weak constitu tion  o f  body com plain, that in  looking on  the sores 
and ulcers w hich  are exposed by beggars in  the streets, they are apt to feel 
an itching or uneasy sensation in the correspondent part o f  their ow n 
bodies.”8 In bo th  accounts the sight o f  a sufferer, associated w ith  requests 
for money, is im agined as physically invasive or contagious, a m etaphori-
cal assault on  the observer s person and a threat to the in tegrity  o f  his or 
her identity. W ere she to inhabit one o f  the “calloused” and “grim y” b od -
ies she sees, Silverman feels, she w ould  no longer “precisely” be “her-
self” (26), and the self she w ould no longer be is no t only a clean and well- 
rested one, bu t the perceived object o f  appeal: the subject constituted as a 
culturally valued identity. Indeed, in  Silverm an’s narrative, no actual re-
quest is made: the m ere presence o f  the homeless person is im agined as 
constituting such a request. T he scene suggests a negative version o f  the 
Althusserian scenario o f  interpellation, in w hich  response to an appeal on 
the street— in that case, a policem an’s “hailing”— is said to transform  the 
individual into a subject.9 H ere, the homeless person’s presence constitutes 
the appeal that form s the subject. B u t despite its idealizing effect, the 
o th e r’s gaze, rendering the spectator its object, poses a threat: a threat to 
w hich  no t looking constitutes a response. N o t looking, Silverman denies 
the social self’s constitution in relation to o ther social selves; no t looking, 
she avoids the literal gaze that, as she imagines it, at once defines her as 
ideal and asks, she fears, for that ideality (not ju st for her money, that is, bu t 
for her life, w ith  “life” defined as cultural life: the ability to participate in 
w hat Silverman elsewhere calls the culture’s dom inant fiction).10 Sil-
verm ans claim that, “if  homeless, I w ould  precisely no longer be ‘m yself’ ” 
(26) defends against her obvious ability to make the identification: it de-
fends against, even as it invokes, her im plication in  the narrative o f  decline, 
the image o f  the self in the o th e r’s place. Sympathy in  this scene, as in

8 Smith, Theory of Moral Sentiments, 10.
9 Louis Althusser, “Ideology and Ideological State Apparatuses: N otes toward an 

Investigation,” in Lenin and Philosophy (NewYork: M onthly Review, 1971), 127-86.
10 See Silverman’s discussion o f  this term in Male Subjectivity at the Margins (N ew  York: 

Routledge, 1992), 42-51*
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Introduction 7

S m ith’s, is the nam e for a self engaged in an act o f  self-definition and self- 
identification, and the middle-class self is the self that is repeatedly and 
paradigmatically called u pon  to perform  this act: the self that, looking anx-
iously bo th  high and low, circulates betw een positions in the sympathetic 
exchange, and never comes to rest in  either one. Indeed, the fact that the 
sight o f  a homeless person suggests to Silverman the possibility o f  
switched identities registers, as Celeste Langan writes, “ the pervasiveness 
w ith  w hich [in a capitalist society] the m odel o f  exchange governs all so-
cial relations.” 11 T he threat encoded in the sympathetic exchange is that 
on  w hich  a capitalist econom y relies: the possibility that the spectator “at 
ease” and the beggar m ight indeed, someday, change places.

B oth  passages collapse the difference betw een looking and no t looking; 
in both, the act o f  looking at a sympathetic object provokes a narrative in 
w hich that object is by definition— the te rm  “object” says it all— displaced 
into representation. T he tendency to ward off actual bodies in the sympa-
thetic encounter, replacing them  w ith  cultural fictions and self-projections, 
com plicates C atherine  Gallagher’s argum ent that fiction, in  doing away 
w ith  actual bodies, does away w ith  the barrier that constitutes an obstacle 
to sympathy.12 For no t looking, literally or figuratively, accomplishes the 
same thing. Indeed, in Sm ith’s scenario, the sufferer has no nonfictional 
existence: sympathy by definition produces its object. Thus the distinction 
betw een sympathy for fictional characters and sympathy for actual people 
dissolves into— or rather, may be reform ulated as— the difference betw een 
the pleasurable sympathetic feelings fiction invites and the potential threat 
o f  an encounter w ith  an actual person. Pleasure, here, coincides w ith  an 
absence o f  reciprocity: a fictional character cannot look back. B ut in bo th  
accounts sympathy is fictional, in the sense that it is fundam entally in -
volved w ith  representation; in both , sympathetic representation takes place

11 Langan, Romantic Vagrancy; 223.
12 Catherine Gallagher, Nobody's Story: The Vanishing Acts of Women Writers in the 

Marketplace, 1670-1820 (Berkeley: University o f  California Press, 1995), 171. Gallagher’s ar-
gument, which focuses here on Hume, is concerned with the relationship between sym-
pathy, fiction, and property, the last term forming the “invisible link” between the first two. 
Her account emphasizes the difference between sympathy with actual people and sympa-
thy with fictional characters, or “nobodies.” I argue that fiction draws much o f  its power 
from the way readers have already imaginatively converted other persons into their own—  
in Gallagher’s and H um e’s term— “impressions.”

This content downloaded from 141.161.55.179 on Tue, 17 Sep 2019 18:55:26 UTC
All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



8 Introduction

w ith in  and constitutes a cultural narrative about the identities o f  sympa-
thetic object and subject. T he  dynam ic o f  projection, displacement, and 
im agined exchange that appears in  Smith, Silverman, and elsewhere in this 
book  is the cultural narrative that shapes the sympathetic scene.

W hat I call “scenes o f  sympathy” illustrate in exemplary fashion the way 
sympathy in V ictorian fiction takes shape in, and as, a series o f  visualized 
narratives— narratives that render visible otherw ise invisible determ ina-
tions o f  social identity. By “render visible,” however, I do n o t m ean to  sug-
gest the presence o f  some purifiable sympathetic essence underlying these 
scenes. R ather, I argue that sympathy in  V ictorian fiction is inseparable 
from  issues o f  visuality and representation because it is inextricable from  
the middle-class subject’s status as spectator and from  the social figures to 
w hose visible presence the V ictorian m iddle classes felt it necessary to for-
m ulate a response. V ictorian representations o f  sympathy are, as sympathy 
was for Smith, specular, crucially involving the way capitalist social rela-
tions transform  subjects into spectators o f  and objects for one another; 
they are also spectacular, their representational dim ension reinforced by 
the spectatorial character o f  V ictorian culture. N o t an attem pt to define 
sympathy per se, then, this book  rather exposes and explores the recurrent 
connection  betw een sympathy, representation, and constructions o f  social 
identity  in a series o f  V ictorian texts. A nd my object, it follows, is no t the 
analysis o f  authors bu t rather that o f  texts and images, som e o f  w hich (such 
as D ickens’s “A Christm as C arol”) have com e to represent V ictorian sym-
pathy for tw en tie th -cen tu ry  readers and audiences. Indeed, the fact that 
certain scenes tend  to  signify V ictorian  sympathy in the contem porary  
popular im agination speaks directly to my purpose, since this phenom e-
n on  suggests the inseparability o f  V ictorian sympathy from  its particular 
representations and from  representation itself.

T h e  scene that, for my purposes, gives shape to and renders visible the 
meanings o f  V ictorian sympathy involves a spectator’s (dread) fantasy o f  
occupying ano ther’s social place. T hough  its conten t varies, w hat remains 
consistent is its reliance on a phantasm atic opposition betw een images o f  
cultural ideality and degradation. This opposition, also im agined as an at-
tenuation  o f  the spectator’s identity, raises crucial questions about the 
structure and in terdependence o f  V ictorian social identities; so too does
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Introduction 9

the econom ic m etaphor that frequently inform s it, in  w hich  sympathy is 
represented as an investm ent in or exchange w ith  others. W hat circulates 
in  V ictorian  representations o f  sympathy— w hat these representations 
bo th  circulate and reveal as constitu ted  in  that circulation— are social 
identities; in particular, scenes o f  sympathy in V ictorian  fiction m ediate 
and construct middle-class identities.

O ccupying the m etaphorical space betw een  “h igh” and “low ” in 
V ictorian culture, the V ictorian middle classes simultaneously aspired to 
an aristocratic ideal and were haunted by the specter o f  econom ic and so-
cial failure. B ut incessant attention  to their progress and distance from  the 
low er classes suggests the anxious disavowal o f  w hat was perceived as a 
con tinuum  o f  identity— the dependence, as M iriam  Bailin puts it, o f  “w ho 
one was” on “w ho  one w asn’t, and, perhaps m ore im portant, w ho  one no 
longer was.” 13 T he “objects” o f  V ictorian sympathy are inseparable from  
V ictorian middle-class self-representation precisely because they embody, 
to a middle-class spectator, his or her ow n potential narrative o f  social de-
cline: they capture the fragility o f  respectable identities psychically posi-
tioned betw een high and low, defined w ith in  the parameters o f  a narrative 
o f  rising and falling. Having, in effect, already been “seen” by the m iddle- 
class subject, they need no t— as in Silverm an’s narrative— be seen at all; 
they function for that subject as em bodim ents o f  cultural possibility, im -
ages o f  w hat he or she m ight becom e. Indeed, the im agining o f  the self in 
the o ther’s place on w hich  C hristian charity and V ictorian  sympathetic 
ideology typically rely— “there bu t for the grace o f  G od go I” (sig-
nificantly a refusal o f  S m ith’s form ulation, sim ultaneously evoking and 
denying w hat the observer in the sym pathetic scene cannot help bu t 
im agine: the self in the o ther s place)— designates “place” as identity’s p ri-
m ary com ponent: the difference betw een self and o ther appears, i f  only 
mom entarily, as no th ing  m ore than the difference betw een here and there.

T he  emphasis in the following readings on  visuality, framing, and rep-
resentation calls attention  to the powerful interplay betw een the specular 
quality o f  V ictorian sympathy and the spectatorial character o f  V ictorian 
culture. As I argue in particular for “A Christm as Carol,” cultural forms 
such as novels and films exist in a circular relationship w ith  o ther struc-

13 Miriam Bailin, The Sickroom in Victorian Fiction: The Art of Being III (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1994), 83.
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i o  introduction

tures o f  spectatorship, n o t creating bu t rather giving m aterial form  to the 
value w ith  w hich  particular objects and persons are invested. Similarly, cul-
tural incitem ents to sympathy bo th  depend on and reinforce the status o f  
the sym pathetic object as representation .14 T h e  texts discussed in this 
book  repeatedly stage sympathy as representation, as if  the attem pt to feel 
for another across a social divide is necessarily m ediated by the image o f  
the self as image: the self perceived as an effect o f  social determ inants. T he 
scene o f  sympathy opens up a space betw een self and representation w hich  
gives way to  a perception o f  the self as representation; im agining the self 
occupying ano ther’s place is only a step away from  im agining the self as 
merely occupying its own. W hat “place” signifies, then, is cultural possi-
bility: a negative or, conversely, idealized image o f  identity. Sympathy in 
V ictorian culture, I argue, is sympathy bo th  for and against images o f  cul-
tural identity.

Sm ith’s scenario bears on  this argum ent in  a num ber o f  ways; m ost 
significant is his recourse to a social, specular dynamic in order to explain 
how  sympathy works. For Smith, sympathy requires a scene— both  w ith in  
his ow n argum ent and in the m ind o f  his hypothetical spectator. T he 
o ther’s experience, Sm ith argues, may be apprehended only through the 
m ediation o f  the spectator’s self-image, and the sympathetic object is, in 
effect, a projection or fantasy o f  the spectator’s identity. Smith s sympathy is 
a circulation o f  representations, and his account o f  sympathy is— it fol-
lows— encapsulated in a series o f  scenes illustrating the effect o f  images o f  
suffering on a spectator. “W hen  we see a stroke aim ed and just ready to fall 
upon  the leg and arm  o f  another person,” Sm ith writes, “we naturally 
shrink and draw back our ow n leg or our ow n arm, and w hen  it does fall, 
we feel it in some measure, and are hu rt by it as well as the sufferer.” 15 D e 
Bolla notes that “such sympathetic reactions are prim arily governed by 
w hat we see__ the visual is crucial in determ ining the entire system.” 16 B ut

14 For further discussion o f  the relationship between sympathy and representation, es-
pecially theatricality, see David Marshall, The Figure of Theater: Shaftesbury; Defoe, Adam  
Smith, and George Eliot (N ew  York: Columbia University Press, 1986), and The Surprising 
Effects of Sympathy: Marivaux, Diderot, Rousseau, and Mary Shelley (Chicago: University o f  
Chicago Press, 1988).

15 Smith, Theory of Moral Sentiments, 10.
16 D e Bolla, “Visibility o f  Visuality,” 75.
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Introduction 11

the purpose o f  the visual here is to produce secondary experience in a 
spectator, an image or copy o f  pain w hose significance— better, interest (for 
there is no small degree o f  scientific detachm ent here)— lies no t in its effect 
on the sufferer bu t rather in its representational potential: in the pow er o f  
its ripple effect, its capacity to reverberate in the spectator’s m ind and body, 
literally m oving the latter. (Paradoxically and yet characteristically, the sign 
o f  the spectator’s liberality in  this illustration— o f  his, or, in S m ith’s 
language, “our,” expansive sensibility— is a “shrinking” away M arking sym-
pathy itself as pain, the scene dramatizes the ambivalence inscribed in sym-
pathetic spectatorship: the way it represents, simultaneously, bo th  an ex-
pansion and a potential dim inishm ent o f  the spectator’s identity)

W ith  the image o f  the Panopticon, M ichel Foucault drew the form  o f  
m odern  subjectivity and theorized the m odern  subject as a self-scrutinizing 
one. Sm ith’s scene o f  sympathy sketches a class-inflected image o f  this 
m onitoring, an image o f  the construction o f  subjectivity in a hierarchical 
bu t increasingly m obile society in  w hich  the middle-class self exists in  a 
perpetually vexed relationship w ith  the figures o f  social difference that sur-
round it. Smith, im agining sympathy as a scene, tells us that self-construction 
is social: sympathy is always em bodied. B ut in  his illustrations, sympathy 
“does away” w ith  bodies in order to produce representations, replacing 
persons w ith  m ental pictures, generalized images o f  ease and o f  suffering. 
Sympathy in these scenes takes shape as a constellation o f  images in w hich 
a threat to individual identity is bo th  im agined and, theoretically, overcome, 
w ith  the spectator’s identity em erging as an effect o f  the sympathetic en-
counter itself.17

V ictorian scenes o f  sympathy, too, m atch culturally valued identities 
against identities that, in the p e rio d ’s pervasive econom ic m etaphor, rep-
resent respectability’s social and psychic cost. In a social system for w hich

17 “What we find in liberalism is not itself a plan o f  political and social action that re-
sponds to perceived conditions o f  distress or inequity, but rather the represented conjunc-
tion o f  surplus and distress, the ‘moving spectacle’ contained in the image, for example, o f  
a man bent double by a pack o f  merchandise. The ‘revolution in manners,’ which Burke 
proclaimed as the most profound o f  revolutions witnessed in 1789, is the supplanting o f  an 
ethic o f  ‘liberal, plenteous hospitality’ . . .  by a liberal attitude— in com m on parlance, a so-
cial conscience. W here ‘The Old Cumberland Beggar’ envisions ‘liberality’ as voluntary 
charity, ‘The R uined Cottage’ celebrates its spiritualization into voluntary sympathy” 
(Langan, Romantic Vagrancy, 229-30).
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12 Introduction

vam pirism  is an apt m etaphor— in the psychic as well as financial econ-
om y o f  capitalism, one persons rise is tied to ano ther’s fall— the subject 
w ho  seeks confirm ation o f  his or her desired image in the external w orld 
(as Scrooge does in  D ickens’s “A Christm as C aro l”) encounters a less- 
than-pleasing likeness, a figure nevertheless recognized as one o f  that sub-
je c t’s structuring identifications.18 R a th e r  than encountering  an idealized 
im age o f  the self (in Lacan s useful term s, the image identified w ith  the 
m irro r’s reflection and affirmed by the dom inant cu ltu re’s gaze), the 
middle-class or respectable subject encounters his or h er social shadow, the 
negative im age that respectability necessarily implies— an image that si-
m ultaneously invites identification (since a plea for sympathy is itself a 
claim for identification, a claim for a com m on hum anity) and requires 
disidentification.19 V ictorian objects o f  sympathy thus signify bo th  cul-
tural value and its absence. For the subject desiring to align h im  or herself 
w ith  such value, they represent an insurm ountable distance from  it— a dis-
tance that manifests itself, in the texts I discuss here, in  a fantasy o f  the sub-
je c t’s death. This scenario imagines the possibility, so vividly illustrated in 
“A Christm as Carol,” o f  being “left o u t” o f  the dom inant culture and 
therefore, as seems to follow, o f  life itself. Sympathy w ith  particular social 
figures takes shape in  these texts as sympathy for or against— for and 
against— images o f  cultural identity, and the texts themselves project alter-
native identities for their central characters in distinct representations—  
scenes or pictures (such as those w itnessed by D ickens’s Scrooge, W ood’s 
Isabel Vane, and E lio t’s D aniel D eronda)— w ith  w hich  these characters 
identify and in relation to w hich  their identities becom e attenuated. These 
representations display the valued o r devalued identities p roduced by 
specific cultural narratives.

Indeed, the novels I discuss here frequently emphasize w hat m ight be 
called an alternative scene o f  sympathy: characters situated no t in a dread

18 Elaine Scarry describes the relation between worker and capitalist as a confrontation 
between embodied and disembodied figures and suggests that, vampiristically, the capital-
ist’s absence depends upon the worker’s physicality. See my discussion in Chapter 2. Scarry, 
The Body in Pain (N ew  York: Oxford University Press, 1985), 276.

19 This formulation draws both on Lacan, “The Mirror Stage,” and on the Althusserian idea 
o f  interpellation, in which the subject is formed at the moment he responds to a policeman’s 
“hailing”: “Hey, you there!” Jacques Lacan, “The Mirror Stage,” in Ecrits, trans. Alan Sheridan 
(NewYork: Norton, 1977), 1-7; Althusser, “Ideology and Ideological State Apparatuses.”
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Introduction 13

relation to a degraded image bu t in  a desiring relation to  an idealized one. 
(H ence the im portance o f  Sm ith s expansion o f  the te rm  “sym pathy” to 
include observations on  sympathizing w ith  pleasure: “W h en  we consider 
the condition o f  the great, in those delusive colours in  w hich  the im agi-
nation  is apt to paint it, it seems to be almost the abstract idea o f  a perfect 
and happy state. It is the very state w hich, in all ou r w aking dreams and 
idle reveries, we had sketched to ourselves as the final object o f  all our de-
sires. We feel, therefore, a peculiar sympathy w ith  the satisfaction o f  those 
w ho  are in it.”)20 These novels tell the story o f  a subject s attem pt to em -
body the cultural tru th  o f  a particular idealized identity, often as an alter-
native to a degraded image w ith  w hich  that subject is also identified (as in 
the examples o f  R u th , Daniel D eronda, and D orian  Gray). A nd the nature 
o f  that idealization sometimes lies in the subjects capacity for sympathy: 
in Daniel Deronda, for instance, the idealized character is a liberal subject 
w hose capaciousness and m obile sensibility obscures his culture s invest-
m en t in  identities defined in m ore specific term s. In its apparently infinite 
capaciousness, its aura o f  all-inclusiveness, and its apparent vacancy and 
availability for projection, w hat appears finally as sympathetic identity per 
se, in these texts, itself becom es an object o f  desire.

To the extent, then, that objects o f  sympathy are em bedded in  (are, in -
deed, the products of) cultural narratives— indeed, to the extent that sym-
pathy is a cultural narrative (Silvermans “studious avoidance” o f  looking, 
for instance, remains a w ell-know n stance the middle-class subject p re-
pares to  take w hen  sighting the beggar up ahead)— it is no t so m uch the 
absence o f  actual bodies in  novels that produces sympathy as it is sympa-
thy o r its expectation that produces an effect o f  fictionality— a scene—  
w ith  its concom itant displacements in to  narrative and representation (for 
instance, the narrative o f  w hether the beggar is deserving o r no t deserv-
ing; the question o f  how  m uch, if  anything, to  give; the im agining o f  the 
self in the o thers  place). T he cultural narratives that constitute sympathy 
themselves do away w ith  the body; indeed, many o f  the texts I discuss here 
literally do away w ith  bodies, replacing them  w ith  pictures or narratives, 
thereby im plicitly defining identity  as cultural im age and fantasy. 
Silverman s scenario is relevant, then, less for its conclusion than for the fa-
m iliarity o f  its tropes: for the way in w hich, even as it puts flesh on  Sm ith s

20 Smith, Theory of Moral Sentiments, 51-52.
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14 Introduction

theoretical skeleton (“our b ro ther on  the rack”), it remains firm ly w ith in  
the boundaries he describes. Indeed, read together, Sm ith and Silverman 
suggest that w hat Sm ith and o ther theorists o f  sympathy typically repre-
sent as an inability to im agine the self in the o ther’s place may in fact be a 
resistance to  doing so: a response, in the context o f  a capitalist econom ics 
o f  identity, to the seemingly endless dem and posed by the spectacle o f  
those worse o ff than oneself.21

V ictorian fiction assisted its readers in  w hat R ichard  Sennett has described 
as “ the constant attem pt [of the n ine teen th -cen tu ry  ‘personality’] to for-
m ulate w hat it is one feels.”22 In this capacity, V ictorian novels also helped 
form ulate the ideological m eanings b o rne  by em otional response, ch ief 
am ong w hich  were the social images and relations that accum ulated 
around the te rm  “sympathy.” Indeed, the regular recurrence o f  the adjec-
tive “D ickensian” in tw en tieth-cen tury  descriptions o f  urban poverty sug-
gests that V ictorian novels m ore than any other fo rm  (and Dickens m ore 
than any o ther V ictorian novelist) continue to provide the term s and im -
ages o f  contem porary  sympathetic representation.

In a m odern  dispensation structured in part by the V ictorian novel’s 
ow n structuring and valuing o f  interiority, ideologies o f  feeling draw their 
pow er from  feeling’s presum ed self-evidence: feeling, ostensibly em erging 
from  the deepest interiority, seems by definition beyond the reach o f  so-
cial regulation, and its cultural value depends on that inaccessibility. A nd 
yet feeling’s usefulness as a conduit for ideological m eaning derives from  
the relation to the visible sign such presum ed inaccessibility defines. For 
feeling, o f  course, depends upon  representation: in order to be know n, it 
must appear; insofar as it is know n, it is constituted by representation. A nd 
though  the ideological pow er o f  feeling relies on the idea o f  an essence or 
tru th  to w hich  language and representation are said to rem ain inadequate, 
the specific nature o f  that pow er becom es visible in the term s o f  its rep-

21 Hence the relevance o f  Silverman s identification with the supposed rationality o f  a 
government agency, when she feels called upon to find some principle on the basis o f  which 
to distribute money: “I fantasized that my crisis would be solved if  I could only find an in-
telligent formula for determining w hom  I should help ’’(Threshold of the Visible World, 26).

22 Sennett, Fall of Public Man, 152.
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Introduction 15

resentation. Feeling is inseparable from  the scenes that may seem m erely 
to provoke it and the signs by means o f  w hich  it becom es know n.23

In V ictorian fiction and the w ork  o f  its critics, the te rm  “sympathy” has 
com m only been used to describe an individualistic, affective solution to 
the problem  o f  class alienation: the attem pt to am eliorate social differences 
w ith  assurances o f  m utual feeling and universal humanity. Such assurances 
take the fo rm  o f  attem pts to resolve class differences th rough  direct 
know ledge o f  a sufferer’s experience, as in  Louisa G radgrind’s visit to 
S tephen Blackpool in D ickens’s Hard Times or the reconciliation betw een 
Jo h n  B arton and Mr. Carson at the end o f  Gaskell’s Mary Barton. In each 
o f  these examples, the perception o f  the o ther as a participant in a com -
m on  hum anity replaces the stock appraisal o f  h im  or her as a w orker or 
employer; as Gaskell writes, “T he m ourner before h im  was no longer an 
employer, a being o f  another rac e . . .  no longer the enemy, the oppressor, 
bu t a very poor, and desolate old man.”24 W ith  its ostensible effacement 
o f  differences and asserted dissolution o f  individuals into a com m on h u -
manity, sympathy thus form ulated seeks to efface the social and political 
problems for w hich  it is offered as a resolution. A ttem pting to transcend 
the socioeconom ic or bodily markers that signify difference, it defines as 
hum an w hat is least subject to the contingencies o f  politics. V ictorian 
identity, so b ound  to markers o f  class and place, is thus said to yield— in 
sympathy— to an ideal that redefines its m ost crucial features as m erely 
contingent.

Sympathy thus conceived grounds the self in the dissolution o f  the so-
cial, doing away w ith  representation in order to reach a com m on ground

23 Visuality in this study may thus be understood as a metaphor for representation and 
knowledge: what can be known at any given time is what can be seen. For more on this 
idea, see John Rajchman, “Foucaults Art o f  Seeing,” October 44 (1988): 88-117.

24 Elizabeth Gaskell, Mary Barton (Harmondsworth, England: Penguin, 1970), 435. Such
sympathy, and the relevance o f  Hard Times in this context, have been discussed recently by 
Martha Nussbaum in Poetic Justice: The Literary Imagination and Public Life (Boston: Beacon, 
!995)- For a discussion o f  the way the novel o f  the 1840s became the novel o f  social re-
form, see Kathleen Tillotson, Novels of the Eighteen Forties (N ew  York: Oxford University 
Press, 1954), 124: “But in the late eighteen forties, people read novels more than ever; for 
the novel was now ready and able to absorb and minister to their ‘speculations on reform.’ 
N o  longer does it belong to the world o f  indolent languid men on sofas, o f  Aesthetic 
Tea___It belongs to the no-man s-land on the frontier between the two nations.”
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16 Introduction

o f  feeling— as if  the only escape from  social difference were in a com m on 
hum anity attained in dissolution and death. B ut representations o f  sympa-
thy in V ictorian fiction repeatedly re tu rn  to the social differences such 
scenes discount; in them , sympathy is frequently the m etaphorical currency 
by means o f  w hich  identity is constituted and undone. For instance: inso-
far as sympathy’s “tru th ” is made manifest in circulation, sympathy threat-
ens the foundation o f  feeling on w hich  individual identity  is supposedly 
based. If, as I have suggested, em otion is subject to interpretation only in -
sofar as it manifests itself visibly, sympathy has a special relation to repre-
sentation for the Victorians in that it frequently becomes visible in another 
fo rm  o f  representation: money. V ictorian charity, w ith  its alignm ent o f  feel-
ing and funds and its emphasis on  individual judgm ent, figures bo th  sym-
pathy and coin in  an econom y o f  self-regulation in w hich  middle-class 
subjects must evaluate the tru th  or falseness o f  non-middle-class ones, and 
an error in judgm ent— such as the investment o f  “tru e” feeling in “false” 
identity— threatens the integrity  o f  the self doing the giving. Sympathy and 
charity situate the self in a hydraulic relation w ith  o ther selves, in w hich  a 
flow o f  funds in one direction represents a drain unless balanced by some—  
usually m oral— return. T he offer o f  sympathy for narrative, as in Andrew  
Halliday’s encounter w ith  the beggar in my discussion o f  M ayhew  
(Chapter 2), recapitulates the capitalist m yth that an exchange o f  funds 
draws on, and constitutes evidence for, the existence o f  transcendent value, 
and it locates that value in hum an feeling and hum an identity. B ut narra-
tives m eant to express and em body sympathy’s value display a circular logic 
whereby the tru th  o f  an appeal for sympathy can only be validated by fur-
ther narrative. Exchanged for narrative, sympathy resembles the fluid, m ul-
tiply signifying nature o f  m oney itself. A nd the tendency to regard appeals 
for sympathy as, potentially, nothing m ore than representation reflects the 
sympathizer’s vulnerability to the same charge: the need to verify the iden-
tity o f  the sympathetic object suggests that the spectator’s identity is itself 
fallen and in need o f  verification, lapsed from an idealized and naturalized 
aristocratic past. C oncern  w ith  the tru th  or fraudulence o f  a beggar’s ap-
peal for sympathy thus registers concern  about the legibility o f  social iden-
tity per se, and in particular about the construction o f  middle-class identity 
as a tenuous balance betw een degraded and idealized cultural images.

T he preceding account applies, perhaps too specifically, to  the m an on 
the street. A nd yet for the contem porary  subject w ho  is the perceived ob-
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Introduction 17

je c t o f  charitable appeal, as in Silverm an’s narrative, class may figure m ore 
prom inently  than gender as an identity-defin ing issue. B u t in  V ictorian 
discussions and, frequently, in contem porary  critical analyses, sympathy 
tends to appear explicitly as a w om ans issue.25 A ccording to R uskin , for 
instance, w om en’s position w ith in  the family renders them  better at feel-
ing than m en. As the centers o f  V ictorian domestic life, w om en  were ex-
pected  to defer their ow n desires and w ork  tow ard the fulfillm ent o f  
o thers’, and the nam e given that generalized identification was frequently 
sympathy. A nd that sympathy, in  tu rn , suggested a m ore generalized ca-
pacity to identify w ith  others, as in  this R uskinian  account o f  imaginative 
identification: “She is to exercise herself in im agining w hat w ould  be the 
effects upon  her m ind  and conduct, i f  she were daily brough t in to  the 
presence o f  the suffering w hich  is no t the less real because shut from  her 
sight.”26 In a discussion o f  nationalism , Samuel Smiles links sympathy 
learned in childhood to the adult exercises o f  charity and philanthropy: 
“T he nation comes from  the nursery. Public opinion is for the m ost part 
the ou tgrow th  o f  the hom e, and the best philanthropy com es from  the
fireside___From  this little central spot, the hum an sympathies may extend
in an ever w idening  circle, until the w orld  is em braced for though  true 
philanthropy, like charity, begins at hom e, assuredly it does n o t end 
there.”27

T he association o f  w om en w ith  feeling inform s the representation o f  
female characters in w hat I call scenes o f  sympathy. B ut sympathy is no t 
uniquely a w o m en ’s issue; rather, V ictorian representations offer com pet-
ing and com plim entary structures variously associated w ith  sympathy. For 
bo th  male and female characters, sympathy provokes confusion in the signs 
o f  class identity (disguise, disfigurement); for both, sympathy is associated

25 Separate spheres ideology is, o f  course, grounded in the representation that wom en  
are more emotionally adept than men. As Amanda Anderson writes, “Part o f  the way the 
wider cultural discourse redressed the negative moral implications o f  self-interestedness 
was to allocate a redemptive sympathy to the sphere o f  private domesticity and to the char-
acter o f  femininity.” Tainted Souls and Painted Faces: The Rhetoric of Fallenness in Victorian 
Culture (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1993), 41. For a reading o f  the politics o f  this con-
struction o f  the Victorian domestic woman, see Nancy Armstrong, Desire and Domestic 
Fiction: A  Political History of the Novel (N ew  York: Oxford University Press, 1987).

26 John Ruskin, Sesame and Lilies (NewYork: W iley and Sons, 1885), 106.
27 Samuel Smiles, Self-Help (London, 1859), 394.
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w ith  a fear o f  falling (the w om an fears the sexual fall, the m an the eco-
nom ic one). These scenes repeatedly project an im age o f  sym pathetic 
identification as a loss o f  identity, a dissolution or evacuation o f  an essen-
tial self that is often identified w ith, and represented as leading to, a loss o f  
life. B ut the dispensation o f  charity, like the handling o f  money, is im ag-
ined chiefly as a masculine function: the masculine subject, w ho “makes” 
money, tends in these texts to be conflated w ith  the invisible circulation o f  
m oney itself, w hile w om en, frequently im agined as sym pathy’s objects, 
tend to becom e indistinguishable from  the dom inant culture’s projections 
o f  them .

M y last two chapters suggest another way o f  contextualizing the rela-
tionship betw een sympathy and gender. B oth  D aniel D eronda and D orian  
Gray are aestheticized types; their availability for sym pathetic iden-
tification is figured as a beauty defined by an absence o f  physical particu-
larity. This absence— a blank receptivity that invites a spectator’s projec-
tions— is defined in o ther discussions o f  these novels either as fem ininity 
o r as an effect o f  the challenge that same-sex desire poses to norm ative 
constructions o f  heterosexuality.28 Despite the pow er o f  m any o f  these ar-
gum ents, however, their insistence on  the p rio rity  o f  gender labeling 
masks the question o f  fem ininity’s or masculinity’s cultural m eaning— in 
this case, the way fem ininity is coded as sym pathetic receptivity. D aniel 
D eronda and D orian  Gray may appear to be feminized, that is, precisely 
because o f  the way their representative status makes them  available for 
sympathy. In these novels, as in their cultural contexts, sympathy’s face is a 
conventionally fem inine one: blank, receptive, and available for fantasy.

T h e  figures V ictorian  society defined as objects o f  sympathy were, o f  
course, its outcasts; situated outside respectable identity, they w ere es-
sential to its definition. Such characters as beggars and fallen w om en cir-

28 For an example o f  such a reading o f  Daniel Deronda, see Jacob Press, “Same-Sex 
Unions in M odern Europe: Daniel Deronda, Altneuland, and the Homoerotics o f  Jewish 
Nationalism,” in Novel Gazing: Queer Readings in Fiction, ed. Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick  
(Durham: Duke University Press, 1997), 299-329; on W ilde see Kathy Alexis Psomiades, 
Beauty’s Body: Femininity and Representation in British Aestheticism (Stanford: Stanford 
University Press, 1997), 181-89.
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culate in these texts as projections o f  a fear o f  falling em bedded w ith in  the 
structure o f  V ictorian middle-class identity; they expose the way in w hich  
middle-class identity  was experienced as a fall from  a natural condition  o f  
aristocratic identity  in to  the representation and dissimulation that the 
realm o f  the social seemed, by contrast, to require. Identification w ith  such 
figures, accom panied by incessant concern  about the authenticity  o f  their 
identities, registers an identification w ith  fallenness and guilt that threat-
ens the desired stability and presum ed naturalness o f  middle-class identity. 
T he  encounter betw een “w ho  one was” and “w ho one w asn’t ” challenges 
the com placency o f  the stable self, theoretically ready to offer sympathy 
and coin; Bailin’s use o f  the past tense captures the tem poral disjunction 
experienced by a middle-class observer suddenly perceiving in the sym-
pathetic object a figure for identity’s contingent, social nature— suddenly 
perceiving identity  as narrative, as fallen. Each sympathetic encounter thus 
has the effect o f  an identity  w ith  sympathy itself: it is a fall into  represen-
ta tion .29 V ictorian  representations o f  sympathy capture the tension b e-
tw een an emphasis on  sympathy and charity  as hum anitarian  values, on 
the one hand, and an uneasy identification w ith  sympathy’s visible objects, 
on  the other. Closely tied  to a sense o f  econom ic w ell-being, sympathy 
follows a capitalist logic: like m oney it m ust be m eted  ou t w ith  care lest 
it— and the identity  it represents— dissipate entirely. For the V ictorian 
m iddle classes, then, the attem pt to im agine the self in  the o th er’s place 
was less an enjoyable theatrical exercise than a rem inder o f  identity’s con-
tingency. In such efforts, w hat D iana Fuss calls “ the detour th rough  the

29 For a similar v iew  o f  middle-class identity, see Marjorie Levinson, Keats’s Life of 
Allegory: The Origins of a Style (Oxford: Blackwell, 1988). Somewhat contradictorily as well, 
however, the cultural narratives surrounding the beggar in such encounters also figure as 
intrusions o f  the real on the activities o f  representation and speculation; the beggar’s ap-
peal, which demands the kind o f  “active interchange” (Sennett, Fall of Public Man, 27) no  
longer typical o f  urban life, seems momentarily to disrupt the Victorian urban spectator’s 
detached appropriation o f  everything he sees. A request for change requires exchange, and 
in so doing confronts the man on the street with the misrecognitions and denials involved 
in the construction o f  the respectable self.

Balzac describes the flaneur as able to enjoy a “gastronomy o f  the eye” in which “one 
is open to everything, one rejects nothing a priori from one’s purview, provided one needn’t 
becom e a participant, enmeshed in a scene” (See Sennett, Fall of Public Man, 27; Brand, 
Spectator and the City, 42). The beggars appeal “enmeshes” the spectator in a scene, taking 
away the privilege o f  spectatorship.
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20 Introduction

other that defines a self”— the swerve along a linear route to identity—  
threatens to becom e the place in w hich  identity gets stuck.30

T he readings that follow locate in  V ictorian representations o f  sympa-
thy a conceptual fluidity that bo th  was (and remains today) ideologically 
useful. R a th e r  than fixing a definition o f  the term , they seek to elucidate 
its mechanisms and gestures, scenarios and identifications. Tying specular-
ity to econom ics, and to the perception and articulation o f  identity, sym-
pathy emerges in these readings and in  the V ictorian middle-class im agi-
nary as a vehicle for the circulation o f  effects and identities betw een 
classes. It expresses resentm ent and desire; it prom pts the exchange o f  ob-
jects such as gifts, disease, or coin; it sets in m otion  or reinforces a belief in 
its ow n transcendent value as em otional currency; it produces narrative. 
Indeed, rather than producing truths o f  identity, V ictorian representations 
o f  sympathy define identity as sympathetic currency— currency that cir-
culates in avowedly fictional fo rm  (as in Ruth) as well as in  the form  o f  os-
tensibly “ tru e” selves (as in “A Christm as C arol” and Daniel Deronda). In 
the scenes discussed here, sym pathy’s requisite attenuation o f  self provokes 
narratives about the tru th  or falsity o f  self-representation; these scenes es-
tablish links betw een sympathy, disguise, and deception that call ostensibly

30 Fuss, Identification Papers, 2. Sympathy’s importance as a middle-class realm o f  feeling 
perhaps accounts for the tendency, from Wordsworth to Nussbaum, to align literary rep-
resentations o f  suffering with imaginative identification itself. In Nussbaum s argument, 
for instance, what awakens the “literary imagination” is the reader’s perception that “it 
might have been otherwise” for the sufferer. “W hen we read Hard Times as sympathetic 
participants, our attention has a special focus. Since the sufferings and anxieties o f  the char-
acters are among the central bonds between reader and work, our attention is drawn in 
particular to those characters w ho suffer and fear. Characters w ho are not facing any ad-
versity simply do not hook us in as readers; there is no drama in a life in which things are 
going smoothly.” But anxiety for the character is heightened by the feeling that “it might 
have been otherwise” for the reader as well. “One way in which the situation o f  the poor 
or oppressed is especially bad is that it might have been otherwise. We see this especially 
clearly when we see their situation side by side with the rich and prosperous. In this way 
our thought will naturally turn in the direction o f  making the lot o f  the worst off more 
similar to the lot o f  the rich and powerful; since we ourselves might be, or become, either 
o f  these two people, we want to raise the floor” (Nussbaum, Poetic Justice, 91). This analy-
sis suggests that the apprehension o f  suffering may be especially keen in the literary imag-
ination precisely because o f  the bourgeois sensibility (in Nussbaum’s universalizing lan-
guage, “our” sensibility) which finds it “natural” that “drama” should inhere in the 
reflexivity, the potential reversibility, between the “worse o f f ’ and the “rich and powerful.”
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secure identities in to  question. Breaking dow n and confusing social 
boundaries and identities, they render disguise a figure for sympathy and 
its projections.

Some o f  the texts discussed here— “A Christm as Carol,” Ruth, East 
Lynne, and Daniel Deronda— issue paradigm atic appeals for sympathy. 
W orking the borders betw een sympathy and transgression, they attem pt to 
redeem  figures defined as marginal or deviant and in  the process com pli-
cate the social categories and identities they seek to stabilize. In a scenario 
rem iniscent o f  R e n é  G irard’s accounts o f  victim  sacrifice, figures posi-
tioned outside m ainstream V ictorian society— defined, as I suggest above, 
as that society’s negative image— are transform ed into exemplars o f  cul-
tural value, em bodying ideals o f  universality and inviting the harm onious 
resolution o f  social conflict. T he sympathy and adulation lavished on  a few 
deserving “victims,” in this scenario, displaces attention  from  the destruc-
tive consequences o f  industrialization and the rise to pow er o f  the middle 
class. B ut know ledge o f  those consequences is not, in fact, erased; rather, 
sympathy emerges as a circulation o f  representations, as these figures dis-
solve into the conflicting images they suggest to the middle-class im agi-
nation. Gaskell’s R u th , for instance, em bodies the cultural anxieties evoked 
by the very possibility Gaskell w ished to dramatize: that o f  sympathy for 
the fallen w om an.31

T he first part o f  the book  establishes a num ber o f  connections betw een 
capitalism and spectatorship in  V ictorian  representations o f  sympathy. 
B oth  “A Christmas C arol” and A rthur C onan  D oyle’s “T he  M an w ith  the 
Twisted Lip” align sympathetic representation w ith  the circulation o f  so-
cial images. In  bo th  texts, the sym pathetic exchange— Halliday’s en -
counter w ith  the beggar, Scrooge s identification w ith  his ow n image— il-
lustrates a m ore general problem atic o f  exchange, in w hich  the identities 
o f  beggar and capitalist collapse in to  each other. Part II traces the repre-
sentation and circulation o f  fem inine identity  and fem inine sympathy in 
R uth  and East Lynne, exploring the way anxiety about the fallenness o f  
middle-class identity  is projected on to  each tex t’s sym pathetic object. 
H ere, exchanged identity  appears as illegitimacy, and, as in C onan  Doyle, 
as disguise: identity  disengaged from  any naturalizing origin.

31 R ené Girard, Violence and the Sacred (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press,
1972).
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In these first tw o parts o f  the book, emphasis on  econom ic determ ina-
tions o f  identity suggests similarities betw een V ictorian representations o f  
sympathy and contem porary ones. In Part III, the topic o f  V ictorian sym-
pathy intersects w ith, and suggests a lineage for, a different set o f  contem -
porary identity issues. M y chapters outline a narrative in w hich  the self-un-
doing visuality o f  V ictorian cross-class sympathy gives way, in the latter part 
o f  the century, to explicit images o f  similitude: assertions o f  mysterious 
affinities betw een like-m inded individuals.32 This is no t to argue that the 
nineteen th  century  saw a fundam ental change in the representation o f  
sympathy, or that vertical sympathy— the sympathy o f  the m iddle- and 
upper-classes for the poor— disappears from literary representation. M y in -
tention  is rather to characterize the ideological discourses o f  group iden-
tity that em erge in  the latter half o f  the n ineteenth  century  (such as na-
tionalism) as scenes o f  sympathy because o f  their evocation o f  and reliance 
on generalized and opposing images o f  cultural identity, and to suggest that 
this characterization reveals some o f  the limitations of, and contradictions 
w ithin, liberal claims to universal sympathy In particular, w hat has com e to 
be know n as identity  politics, w hich  conceives o f  identity  as a fo rm  o f  
group identification, reveals the tension betw een the liberal ideal o f  un i-
versal sympathy and the specificity o f  particular identifications.

T he investments o f  Daniel Deronda and The Picture o f Dorian Gray in 
ideals o f  sympathetic affinity, I argue, suggest a genealogy o f  con tem po-
rary identity politics, refocusing that politics as a narrative o f  sympathy in 
w hich  identity  is organized, on  the m odel o f  nationalism, as the need 
to construct, desire, and consent to a particular kind o f  self. Sympathy in 
these novels enables the form ation  o f  cultural bonds and solidarities 
on  the basis o f  a conjoined similarity and desire: these texts describe an 
ineffable and inexplicable attraction betw een individuals, so that a sympa-
thy that m ight challenge identity gives way to (is exchanged for) a sympa-
thy that seems unequivocally to affirm it, and sympathy w ith  the o ther 
gives way, explicitly, to w hat in one way or another it has always been: sym-
pathy w ith  the self—the subject’s attem pt to identify w ith  his or her ide-
alized image. Yet w hat m ight appear at this stage o f  the argum ent as a rev-
elation or exposure is in fact m erely another perspective on Adam  S m ith’s

32 I owe the formulation “self-undoing visuality” to an anonymous reader for Cornell 
University Press.
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originary scene: one according to w hich  a spectator’s generalized im agi-
native possibilities— including the possibility o f  sym pathizing w ith  “ our 
bro ther on the rack”— are undercut by the very particularities o f  group 
identity that delim it the bourgeois subject in the first place (defining that 
subject as, for instance, a national one). T h e  image o f  the self as a m em ber 
o f  a group thus turns ou t to be the flip side— the political unconscious—  
o f  the scene o f  sympathetic exchange.

In these la te-n ine teen th -cen tu ry  novels, the m id-V ictorian  focus on 
class shifts to a cultivation o f  like-m indedness that presumes to transcend 
all social boundaries, b u t in fact only transcends some (such as those o f  
class) in  order to enable the establishment o f  others (such as those o f  na-
tionality), and the crucial category is no longer class bu t the even m ore 
diffuse “sensibility.” Differences ascribed to taste, ostensibly grounded in 
personal identity and choice rather than in accidents o f  birth , enable the 
assimilation o f  individuals into larger, corporate bodies such as nations, or 
categories o f  group identity  based, for instance, on sexuality. W hat p ro -
duces affinities betw een individuals in  these novels, then, is less a spirit o f  
hum anitarianism  than an ineffable and exclusionary determ ination  o f  
like-m indedness. These la te -n ine teen th -cen tu ry  scenes o f  sympathy, I 
wish to suggest, bo th  participate in and reveal the boundary-draw ing im -
plicit in earlier ones: sympathy in V ictorian  fiction is always about the 
construction o f  social and cultural identities, about the individual subject’s 
relation to the group. B u t because la te-n ine teen th -cen tu ry  ideologies 
construct individual identity  as a function o f  group identity, the pain sym-
pathy manifestly relieves, in these later form ulations, is no t that o f  physi-
cal suffering or class alienation bu t rather that o f  a po tential separation 
from  identity itself. In these novels, as in the lives o f  m any o f  their late- 
tw en tieth-century  readers, identity has becom e a m atter o f  national and 
sexual allegiances w hich  must be discovered, declared, and consented to.
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