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Abstract 

 

Worlds Apart: 

Umwelt and the Construction of Sympathy in “The Lifted Veil” and 

Middlemarch 

 

Lily Anne Zhu, M.A. 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2013 

 

Supervisor:  Hannah Wojciehowski 

 

This report modifies and re-envisions Jakob von Uexküll’s Umwelt theory as the 

“sympathetic umwelt,” in which sympathy is both the external object of desire and the 

internal means by which individual, subjective worlds are created. Through the 

application of this new paradigm to George Eliot’s “The Lifted Veil” and Middlemarch, 

this paper suggests that intersubjective relationships in the fictions she conceives are 

ephemeral illusions. Her early cognitive experiments and intellectual grappling with the 

nature of emotional connections culminates in the ambiguously defined concept of 

sympathy. Eliot’s focus on sympathy is not meant to reveal a solution to failures in 

human compassion and understanding, but to present it as the central problem – both in 

her own literature and in reality.  
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I. An Introduction to World(s) 
As the spider spins its threads, every subject spins his relations to certain characters of the 

things around him, and weaves them into a firm web which carries his existence.  

Jacob von Uexküll, A Stroll through the Worlds of Animal and Men 

 Jakob von Uexküll’s 1934 publication Streifzüge durch die Umwelten von Tieren 

und Menschen is often eclipsed by those of more renowned successors who built on his 

seminal work, whether in the field of phenomenology (e.g., Max Scheler, Martin 

Heidegger), semiotics (e.g., Thomas Sebeok, Gilles Deleuze, Félix Guattari), or 

biopolitics (e.g. Agamben). Despite academic oversight, fragments of Uexküll’s central 

ideas have managed to permeate through, and serve as foundations for, the developing 

fields of cybernetics, artificial intelligence, and cognitive science, all of which are 

interested in perception, human and otherwise. Uexküll’s early biosemiotic theory of the 

Umwelt – the “surrounding world,” the “environment” – establishes that all organisms 

live in a world filled with objects and meaning, but each organism sensorily registers 

only those signs and markers relevant to itself (while eliminating others), essentially 

creating its own “self-centered world” within the “real” world. Thus, the “real” world is a 

composite of many, individual Umwelten. 

 When illustrated in terms of unique signs and sensory experiences, physical and 

emotional interactions among the world’s various organisms become a series of collisions 

and repulsions, where the self-centered world of one is not entirely compatible with the 

self-centered world of another. Though Jakob von Uexküll does not really address the 

implications his theory has on inter-special – or even intra-special – interactions, a 

reformed, expanded, and redirected version of his system can help illuminate not only the 
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ways in which a particular species builds its miniature world, but also how relationships 

in general form and intersect (or repel), whether between different animals, between 

humans and animals, or simply between humans. I propose that a revised “umwelt” 

theory, can be used productively to engage with questions of intersubjectivity in the 

world of literature, and there is no better place to begin than with the Victorian novelist 

and scientifically-inclined George Eliot.  

 I connect my model of the umwelt theory1 to Eliot’s own battle and 

experimentation with thought, communication, and, most famously, sympathy. The 

language Eliot employs in two of her works, “The Lifted Veil” (1859) and Middlemarch 

(1872), is mirrored in the English translation – A Stroll through the Worlds of Animals 

and Men – of Jakob von Uexküll’s book. The word “world” (and variations thereof) 

appears over two hundred times, “other” appears over five hundred and thirty, and 

“alone”/“lonely” has almost ninety appearances. Words such as “same,” “self,” “time,” 

and “know” appear even more, often linked together.2 These terms and their relationships 

to each other are central to Uexküll’s twentieth-century exploration of cognitive world-

building and perception.3 Drawing on these linguistic similarities, I extend Uexküll’s 

theory of the Umwelt to transform it into what I call, the “sympathetic umwelt” – a 

                                                 
1 Although I continue to refer to Jakob von Uexküll’s specific theory with italics and a capitalized “u” 
(Umwelt), I choose to indicate the presence of my own original take on this concept through the unadorned 
version of the word: “umwelt.” 
2 I employed the web-based textual analysis tool, http://voyant-tools.org/ 
3 Given George Eliot’s (Mary Ann Evans’s) attachment to Germany, including her intellectual friendship 
with philosopher David Strauss, her trip to Germany with Henry Lewes, and her original publications on 
Germany, it is not unlikely that her novels were influenced by continental philosophy, and that she, in turn, 
influenced Uexküll’s theories almost a century later.  
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paradigm that both mirrors and elucidates the concepts that Eliot constructs in the two 

texts mentioned above. 

 In my application of Uexküll’s theory, I build on his premise by including 

humans, and shifting the focus from the biosemiotic process of animal world-building to 

the interpersonal consequences of humans having independent, clashing umwelten. 

Where Uexküll largely limited his experiments to the differences between species, I 

propose that even among organisms of the same species – for instance, homo sapiens – 

there can be no common umwelt. The diverse characters of Eliot’s Middlemarch and 

“The Lifted Veil,” despite sharing a common – and therefore unifying – perception of 

sympathy as the object of desire, are ironically driven further from one another because 

of it. I push back against a reading of “The Lifted Veil” as anomalous to Eliot’s literary 

trajectory, and, in fact, cast it as a speculative novella experimenting with a set of 

cognitive theories that will thread throughout her other novels, including Middlemarch. 

Once read with my sympathetic umwelt theory in mind, Middlemarch is no longer “a 

study of provincial life,” in which some characters fail and others eventually learn from 

mistakes; rather, Middlemarchians remain entrenched within the self-delusions and self-

constructed narratives of their umwelten. Even the resolution of the most obvious and 

least problematic “marriage plot(s)” (Fred and Mary, and, most notably, Dorothea and 

Will) serve only to perpetuate the idea of the self-centered umwelt.  Romantic 

relationships, no matter how relatively healthy and fulfilling, neither answer nor solve the 

life-altering and life-driving question of sympathy.   
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 Similarly, instead of functioning as the ultimate complement to social 

interactions, Latimer’s clairvoyant abilities in “The Lifted Veil” are utterly unhelpful in 

promoting interpersonal relationships, representing the reinforcement and construction of 

the umwelt paradigm. First-person narrator Latimer, a young man who believes himself 

to be misunderstood by and alienated from family and strangers alike, spontaneously 

becomes able to read minds and see the future; however, these gifts only embed him 

deeper into his pained, self-pitying internal existence. Telepathy is described as an 

unwanted force assaulting Latimer’s very being; this gift-curse becomes the means by 

which Latimer is completely victimized and in desperate need of (but incapable of 

giving) sympathy. Clairvoyance – the potential to open and truly experience the 

umwelten of others – encourages Latimer to retreat further inward into a life of self-

absorption. Even assuming that Latimer’s mind-reading abilities are an illusion drawn 

from a psychological break, his paranoid, baseless, and accusatory behavior still implies 

that Latimer is simply projecting his own dark pathologies onto others in what could be a 

self-engineered plot – conscious or not – to gain sympathy from his reader. Latimer 

transgresses and selfishly attempts to subsume the umwelten of others into his own – an 

instinctive action common to all the characters in Middlemarch.  
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II. Eliot and the “Sympathetic” Umwelt 
It was in this way that Dinah’s imagination and sympathy acted and reacted habitually, 

each heightening the other.  

George Eliot, Adam Bede 

– that hard rind of truth which is discerned by unimaginative, unsympathetic minds.  

George Eliot, Mill on the Floss 

 In his prelude to Victorian Psychology and British Culture 1850-1880, Rick 

Rylance notes that while he – as a trained literary critic – predictably includes excerpts 

from relevant Victorian novels with additional scholarly commentary, his primary 

intention is to “offer a systematic overview of the development of mid-Victorian 

psychological theory” (1). Rylance treats literature as a tool by which nineteenth-century 

authors entered, and contributed to, a wide-ranging scientific and philosophical 

conversation preoccupied with questions of the human mind – and places Eliot at the very 

center of this literary circle. Though Eliot is best known for her realism and her incisive 

fiction portraying the lives of ordinary people, Rylance contextualizes her as an 

intellectual who was well-versed in the psychological studies of her time, and was 

fascinated by “issues relating to how we see, what we see, and the points of view that 

allow or disallow that always-limited vision” (44).  

 Eliot’s forays into the growing field of psychology ranged from confrontations 

with the post-evolutionary collapse of boundaries between the animal and the human, and 

engagements with theories of morality derived from eighteenth-century sentimentalism. 

In her “systematic deployment of animal imagery to describe the mental habits of the 

human communities” and her unrelenting investigations into “how a life of moral 

integrity might be lived in…post-Utilitarian Britain,” we see the intersection of literature 
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and the burgeoning seeds of cognitive science (Rylance 29; 74). In Eliot’s time, 

psychology was a still-maturing amalgamation of physiology, neuroscience, evolutionary 

biology, and phrenology, influenced by figures such as Herbert Spencer and Alexander 

Bain.4 Conversant in the new nineteenth-century language of science, Eliot incorporates 

these diffuse theories into her own works of fiction, tying together different – and often 

contradictory – questions of the body and the mind with the common thread of sympathy.   

 “Sympathy” and variations of the word appear over thirty times in Middlemarch 

and ten times in “The Lifted Veil,” a significant number considering the genres within 

which these texts are typically classified and the respective lengths of each. In the former, 

characters are described as needing or desiring “sympathetic understanding” in various 

forms of human interactions (e.g. marriage). In the latter, Latimer repeatedly urges 

(essentially, begs) the reader to see how little “sympathy” he has in his life – and as a 

result, how empty and lonely it is. In both works, the narrator foreshadows the impossible 

nature of giving and more importantly, receiving, sympathy. Dorothea Brooks – 

protagonist and martyr – is introduced as a young girl with wild “dreams,” for whom 

“perhaps no person then living…would have had a sympathetic understanding” (26). 

Though she is intentionally separated from her peers and neighbors as inherently alien, it 

soon becomes apparent that so too are Lydgate, Will, the Bulstrodes, and a host of other 

characters; Dorothea’s seemingly unique plight comes to represent that of the entire 

Middlemarch cast. Latimer, too, is presented as an outsider, one who will “perhaps win a 

little more sympathy from strangers when [he is] dead” (4). Eliot carefully sets up these 

                                                 
4 See Robert Young, Mind, Brain and Adaptation in the Nineteenth Century: Cerebral Localization and Its 
Biological Context from Gall to Ferrier (Oxford: Clarendon, 1990).  
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narratives with sympathy as the binding framework stabilizing intersecting plotlines, and 

driving individual imaginations and actions – but what is it about sympathy that is so 

integral to her construction of human relationships? And, most importantly, what does 

sympathy mean? 

 In English, sympathy is most clearly defined in the modern sense of the word 

through Edmund Burke’s A Philosophical Enquiry into the Origin of Our ideas of the 

Sublime and Beautiful (1803); he writes that “sympathy must be considered as a sort of 

substitution, by which we are put into the place of another man, and affected in many 

respects as he is affected” (42). However, the discussion of sympathy is subsumed into a 

larger eighteenth-century context of morality and sentiment – into the “sublime and 

beautiful.”5 In the nineteenth century, sympathy is again of peripheral interest, as one 

symptom of human behavior and one mere piece to a larger puzzle in the field of 

“Victorian psychology.” Only in in recent decades – with the advent of more specialized 

technology and techniques capable of tracking neural activity (e.g., 

electroencephalograms and Magnetic Resonance Imaging) – has sympathy again become 

a central component in fields associated with cognitive science. The ability to mark out 

tangible evidence (for instance, mirror neurons) in relation to sympathetic actions and 

thoughts has legitimized sympathy as a productive path for future research.6 However, 

even without the formidable technological advantages of today, George Eliot was already 

                                                 
5 A concept reflected in the works of Mark Akenside, Immanuel Kant , and Samuel Coleridge to name a 
few. For a more comprehensive overview of the sublime in the eighteenth century, see Andrew Ashfield 
and Peter DeBolla (eds.), The Sublime: A Reader in British Eighteenth-century Aesthetic Theory 
(Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 1996). 
6 See Jean Decety and Kalina J. Michalska, "Neurodevelopmental Changes in the Circuits Underlying 
Empathy and Sympathy from Childhood to Adulthood," Developmental Science 13.6 (2010): 886-99.  
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thinking of sympathy in terms of cognitive science, and not simply as an abstract 

philosophical or moral concept.  

 The nature of sympathy serves as the foundation for much of Eliot’s fiction. This 

ideal form of human interaction is depicted as a process of mutual understanding and 

emotional connection, one which can resolve internal and, by extension, external 

conflicts. However, these utopian qualities of sympathy are impossible to achieve within 

the framework of Eliot’s realist works. In these novels, sympathy is depicted as a self-

constructed delusion in which each individual's personal yearning for compassion 

necessarily eclipses and negates his/her ability to give it; sympathy then becomes an 

exercise in futility that generates continuous cycles of delusional self-pity. Resolutions at 

the end of her major novels fall short of the sympathy sought after and tentatively 

promised throughout the texts; instead, Eliot’s characters learn to compromise, accepting 

that the ideal human-human relationship – in which emotional and physical distance are 

resolved through mutual understanding – is not within reach, and settling for the 

attainable, yet imperfect, version of true sympathy.  

 My thesis ties this disillusionment or sense of imperfectability to one of Eliot’s 

earlier works – her short story, “The Lifted Veil.” I argue that the principles set down in 

this 1859 publication become the groundwork for her subsequent explorations of the 

nature of sympathy, particularly in Middlemarch. I conceive her world of sympathy as a 

precursor to – resembling and even exceeding – Jakob von Uexküll’s Umwelt theory. 

Eliot’s concerns are not simply that every existing organism lives in its own “self-

centered world,” interpreting signs and behaviors through the lens of its biologically-
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bound Umwelt; rather, the sympathetic umwelt theory which occupies her fiction implies 

that perception, meaning, and reality are constructed relative to the organism – and 

relative to its ultimate desire for perfect sympathy. The internal imagination, directed by 

insatiable compulsions for compassion and understanding, builds an illusory world in 

which these things become momentarily possible. Each individual in Eliot’s fiction 

occupies his/her own unique space, and though interaction with other people’s umwelten 

may influence and change one’s own to an extent (as Uexküll optimistically hoped for), 

this is the ultimate limitation of the sympathetic umwelt.7 There will always be 

irreconcilable differences preventing one’s own conception of, and desire for, complete 

sympathy from cohering with those of another.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                 
7 This is a limitation that, for Uexküll’s theory, does not exist. In the Umwelt, sympathy is the solution. In 
the sympathetic umwelt, sympathy is part of the problem. 
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III. A Term by Any Other Term 

Sympathy, n 

3. b. The quality or state of being affected by the condition of another with a feeling 

similar or corresponding to that of the other; the fact or capacity of entering into or 

sharing the feelings of another or others; fellow-feeling. c. Const. for, with (a person), for, 

in, with, rarely of (an event, experience, etc.).8  

Oxford English Dictionary 

 

 Eliot’s treatment of sympathy in her novels often obscures even further the 

current, ambiguous distinction between sympathy and empathy. For the purposes of this 

paper, I, too, do not distinguish between the terms, and will from this point forward use 

“sympathy” and “empathy” interchangeably, for a number of reasons. The word 

“empathy” did not enter the English language until the early twentieth century – derived 

from the German word “Einfühlung” (“in feeling” or “feeling into”) – but certain 

behaviors and psychological processes associated with that term have long before been 

discussed in relation to sympathy. In her text Empathy and the Novel, Suzanne Keen 

states that empathy is “an emotion in its own right, we feel what we believe to be the 

emotions of others,” while sympathy is a phenomenon “in which feelings for another 

occur” (often pity or compassion) (5).9 Though the difference seems to be relatively 

clear, Keen herself complicates the separation by implying that empathy is in fact a 

necessary precursor to sympathy: “empathy that leads to sympathy is by definition other-

directed” and can potentially lead to “prosocial or altruistic action” (4). Sympathy is the 

                                                 
8 Both 3b and 3c are in use starting from the early seventeenth century. 
9 The epigraph for this section – pulled from the online Oxford English Dictionary – includes both “for” 
and “with” under “sympathy.” There seems to be no historical distinction between which preposition is 
used.  
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intermediate component in a linear psychological chain. Without empathy to propel one 

forward, sympathy lies out of one’s reach. Keen is quick to point out that the alternate 

reaction to an “over-aroused empathic response” is “personal distress” – an inward 

aversion to the pain one experiences because of another. Empathy is only “empathy” 

when it leads to the positive result, “sympathy,” but if it doesn’t then it is an “empathic 

response” that is not quite “empathy.” When these (tenuous) limitations are tentatively 

arranged around Eliot’s portrayal of sympathy, the reader will find that they are unable to 

replicate the paradigm Keen has set up.  

 For Eliot’s characters, empathy is frequently a projection of their own internal 

desires; sympathy is a result of these misguided, self-centered emotions and therefore 

lacks the altruism Keen describes; and emotional distress is an inevitable companion to 

(the failure of) both. As fictional beings such as Latimer and Dorothea and Casaubon 

struggle to obtain what they themselves keep pushing out of reach, the reader begins to 

see that theirs is a problem of interiority. In “The Lifted Veil” and Middlemarch, the goal 

of gaining sympathy for themselves is what orients the characters and their storylines. As 

a result, the process of obtaining sympathy is, in its own way, responsible for the 

construction of each character’s worldview. Eliot reveals that rather than releasing them 

from their individual perspectives, sympathy is more often responsible for tying them to 

it in a process of creation and imprisonment – the paradox of the sympathetic umwelt.  

 Uexküll’s conception of the Umwelt has two general features under which his 

observations fall: space and time. Humans, he says, “are easily deluded into assuming 

that the relationship between a foreign subject and the objects in his world exists on the 
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same spatial and temporal plane as our own relations with the objects in our human 

world,” but this objectivity is a lie (14). Our construction of our worlds – as experienced 

through the senses – is almost entirely subjective. More abstract components such as 

memories, habits, and experiences combine with our born biologies (our sense of balance 

found in the semicircular canals, for instance) to form the individual, unique Umwelt.10 

Even our sense of time, of “moments,” is skewed. What is a moment to one may not yet 

be – or has already been – a moment for another.11 It must then be the goal of society to 

attempt to see from the perspectives of other Umwelten (human and animal) rather than 

remaining entrenched in our own, to unite all worlds into one, rather than to divide one 

into many. 

 However, although Uexküll’s discussion focuses mostly on the Umwelten of 

various species rather than the potentially diverse worlds of a single group, Eliot’s 

characters are differentiated in ways that suggest a system of taxonomy within what 

would appear to be a homogenous group. Individuals are given defining characteristics 

which isolate them from the empathy of their fellow human beings – Bulstrode’s 

overcompensating asceticism, Lydgate’s progressive medical ideologies, and Latimer’s 

feminine sensitivity as compared to his brother’s socially acceptable masculinity. In 

addition to behavioral oppositions, characters are also constrained by laws exclusive to 

their particular umwelt. Eliot’s characters are, like Uexküll’s animals, bound by space 

                                                 
10 It is important to note here that for Uexküll, memories and experiences differ between species, but not so 
much within a species.  
11 “Our time is made up of a series of moments, or briefest time units, within which the world shows no 
change. For the duration of a moment, the world stands still….We shall see later that the length of a 
moment varies in different animals” – from 18 years, to 1/18th of a second (Uexküll 12). 
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and time, but in giving humans conflicting internal qualities that put them at odds with 

one another, Eliot places less emphasis on biologically determined boundaries and more 

on artificially fabricated ones.12  

 As people endeavor to bridge the gap preventing them from acquiring sympathy, 

they only succeed in highlighting these unassailable obstacles. Though characters 

technically live and breathe in the same time period, Eliot persists in describing those 

who fail to assimilate into society as “anachronistic” (another case in which socially 

constructed standards are made comparable to something so inescapable and inflexible as 

time).13 In both “The Lifted Veil” and Middlemarch, attempts to make mental/emotional 

connections among individual characters are disrupted by projections into contradictory 

and self-oriented futures. Their mental incompatibility is reflected in bodily, physical 

boundaries; however, characters persist in trying to overcome such spatial distance as 

they (wrongly) predict what others are thinking, feeling, and imagining. Spatial and 

temporal lines of the individual umwelt are simply reinforced by solipsistic assumptions 

parading as acceptance and sympathy. In Eliot’s fiction, there is no escaping one’s own 

self-centered world.  

 

 

 
                                                 
12 Uexküll emphasizes that our mental processes are often determined by the limitations of our physical, 
spatial senses. He gives an example of bees locating their hive. When the hive is moved elsewhere while 
the bees are gone, upon returning, the bees gather at the original site of their home before (five minutes 
later) locating the new hive position. On the other hand, bees that have had their antennae cut off are able to 
immediately orient themselves to the new hive location. The bees’ antennae function as an internal 
compass, which, when removed, forces them to resort to visual cues. 
13 This anachronism is ascribed to almost every main character in her texts.  
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IV. Mind-Reading or Mind-Assuming? 

Well, I hate to admit it, but it is possible that there is (one) such a thing as telepathy and 

(two) that the CETI project's idea that we might communicate with extraterrestrial beings 

via telepathy is possibly a reasonable idea--if telepathy exists and if ETIs exist. Otherwise 

we are trying to communicate with someone who doesn't exist with a system which 

doesn't work. 

Philip K. Dick, The Dark Haired Girl 

 The extra-sensory premise and the narrative structure of George Eliot’s “The 

Lifted Veil” have been considered anomalous within the context of her other works. 

Helen Small notes in her introduction that “the voice is unlike any other in Eliot’s work, 

and in using it she was making considerable demands on a Blackwood’s readership” 

(“The Lifted Veil” xiii). The seemingly anomalous qualities of this novella contributed to 

ambivalent responses by Eliot’s contemporaries and by most literary critics until the late 

twentieth century. However, when read as an alternative literary experiment playing with 

conceptions of sympathy, telepathy and clairvoyance function as a logical extension of 

this psychological occurrence. In The Social Neuroscience of Empathy, Daniel Batson 

writes that there are eight uses for “empathy” some of which are “knowing another 

person’s internal state, including his or her thoughts and feelings,” “coming to feel as 

another person feels,” and “imagining how another is thinking and feeling” (4-7). These 

definitions are certainly similar to the paranormal skills that Latimer displays in “The 

Lifted Veil,” and to the interpersonal skills that the characters of Middlemarch believe 

they have. 

  Richard Menke’s argues in “Fiction as Vivisection” that Eliot’s interests in 

biological and emotional phenomena were influenced by G.H. Lewes’s parallel 
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explorations in physiology/vivisection and galvanism. Lewes’s dark Frankensteinian 

investigations aimed to link body and mind: “the Brain is only one organ of the Mind, 

and not by any means the exclusive centre of Consciousness” (621). Components of the 

spinal cord and the somatic nerves were also potential areas for the distribution of 

consciousness. This importance of Lewes’s body-mind relationship, while extricating 

consciousness from its restrictive location in the brain, still delimits the powers of the 

mind, trapping it within a physical form. Though Eliot’s topic would, in itself, appear to 

champion a belief in man’s capacity to travel beyond his limitations, this interpretation is 

undermined by Eliot’s choice to close with a (self-) destructive ending. Latimer’s 

inevitable demise emphasizes that man’s physical prison is a perfect mirror – or perhaps 

the result – of his internal one. For Eliot, mind and body are, as Lewes’s suggested, 

closely connected – but only in their ultimate failure to transcend their sympathetic 

umwelt.  

 In many ways, Latimer’s telepathic ability to transcend his body and to travel 

where others cannot categorizes him as an aggressor – an unwanted interloper into the 

world of others. Menke makes a comparison to vivisection, stating, “Latimer's 

supernormal perception flays the figures around him alive, in order to reveal their inmost 

thoughts and passions” (629). This depiction of Latimer’s telepathy renders it a weapon 

of cruelty and violation; however, despite the implications of being able to intrude into 

the minds of others, Latimer’s narration paints him (and not others) as the victim. Rather 

than taking advantage of his gift-curse to initiate and strengthen relationships with other 

people, to control it so that it is no longer an unintentional assault but instead a tool for 
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empathy, Latimer takes the opportunity to internalize even further his artificially 

constructed sense of self-pity. From Latimer’s perspective, telepathy is related to 

empathy only in its potential to afflict him with agonies that will draw sympathy from 

others; however, his own capability to read and feel minds is not an empathic one so 

much as an unasked for “diseased activity” that “wear[ies] his nerves” (13). The affective 

properties of telepathy are overshadowed by Latimer’s depiction of his ability as a 

physical illness, one with bodily symptoms of pain, fatigue, and nerve damage. The 

internal conflicts of others are a source of “intense pain and grief” for Latimer, not 

because he is empathetically pained and grieved on behalf of the minds he has invaded, 

but because the very existence of telepathy brings intrusive physical and mental harm to 

himself.   

 As Keen points out, “personal distress” is a “self-oriented” and “aversive” 

reaction to the consciousness of another (4). Personal distress, of course, removes 

altruistic primacy from the other who needs sympathy to the self who craves it (but may 

not require it). Latimer revolts against his power, presenting it as an “obtrusion on [his] 

mind” (13). The thoughts of others “would force themselves on [his] consciousness like 

an importunate, ill-played musical instrument, or the loud activity of an imprisoned 

insect.” It is interesting that he recognizes the “imprisoned,” physically bound states of 

the people around him, but Latimer’s capability to free himself and others from these 

mortal constraints goes unregistered. He easily retreats into his umwelt by dehumanizing, 

and therefore rejecting, everyone else. They are as unlike him as “instruments” and 

“insects” are to a human being (14). In fact, Latimer’s growing hatred for his ostensibly 
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conceited brother is explained as “an antipathy between [their] natures.” Though this 

scientific language implies a natural and unavoidable repulsion between inimical 

“species” (of sorts), Latimer – in the same breath – acknowledges that Alfred bears him 

no ill-will (or antipathy) and that this opposition is the unnatural result of his own 

disposition, amplified by telepathy. Having the ultimate form of empathy serves to make 

Latimer more certain that he is deserving of sympathy while his animalistic, unrelatable 

acquaintances (including his family) are not.  

 The exercise of forced, telepathic empathy offers Latimer an excuse to bolster his 

narrow-minded umwelt, to demand sympathy rather than give it, and to narcissistically 

imply that it is his sensitive (and understanding) nature which allows others to use and 

despise him. Eliot never indicates that Latimer’s telepathy is restricted to all negative 

aspects of human nature; for all intents and purposes, he is omniscient. Latimer is the one 

who sums up the whole of human experience as “all the intermediate frivolities, all the 

suppressed egoism, all the struggling chaos of puerilities, meanness, vague capricious 

memories, and indolent make-shift thoughts” of a person’s life (14). Latimer does not 

clarify that these dark fragments all he can see – rather, this is all he will see. He 

purposefully narrates – to the reader and himself – a story of his pitiful experiences as a 

misunderstood and mistreated creature using selective empathy. As Jill Galvan observes 

in The Sympathetic Medium, Latimer’s “sympathy rests on a foundation of antagonism 

that pollutes all his relations in the story” (172). Latimer’s “sympathy” is a corrupted 

emotion tied directly to his internally constructed umwelt, but his self-pity transforms 

(forced) empathy from an isolating factor in his own life, to an interactive and “polluting” 
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influence that encompasses the world around him, forcing it to comply with his 

narcissistic perspective.  

 Even when Latimer’s telepathy is limited – when this type of assault on his 

mental being is nonexistent – he still manages to stay a victim. Of his doomed romantic 

involvement with the mysterious Bertha, Latimer says, “There is no tyranny more 

complete than that which a self-centered negative nature exercises over a morbidly 

sensitive nature perpetually craving sympathy and support” (15). Here, Latimer depicts 

another acquaintance of his as “the very opposite” of his “ideal” (thus establishing the 

Latimer versus everyone else dynamic once again). He cannot be faulted for anything that 

happens later – the dysfunctional nature of his romance with Bertha, his resentment of his 

brother, his misanthropy, etc. – because he is the one being dominated and used. All he 

desires is “sympathy and support” and those who do not provide him with them are 

perpetrating a violation of his blameless nature. However, it is notable that Latimer 

describes himself as “perpetually craving,” both words working together to connote an 

addiction to receiving sympathy. Latimer unintentionally reveals his complicity in 

designating his eternal position as victim. He asks for the reader’s understanding because 

Latimer, as a “young enthusiast is unable to imagine the total negation in another mind of 

the emotions which are stirring his own” (15). Where before he was pitiful because he 

could not withstand the empathic attacks on his mind, now Latimer is attempting to 

invoke pathos in the reader through his inability to connect with Bertha. As a result of his 

handicap, Latimer assigns emotions that are not actually in Bertha’s mind. Just as 

telepathic-Latimer is at fault for perceiving only the darkest qualities of man, so too is 
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impotent-Latimer (non-mind-reading-Latimer) responsible for ascribing his own wistful 

thoughts/ideas/emotions to others. 

 Galvan notes that Latimer “ironically reverses” conceptions of sympathy through 

his repeated cries for “sympathy” from the reader, a move which “fuels his egotism rather 

than his altruism” (172). However, the reader “can only sympathize with [Latimer] by 

feeling antipathy” towards everyone he resents. Latimer appears to construct compassion 

as a zero-sum game, in which empathy cannot be given and received by the same person, 

and neither can it be shared among many. If Latimer merits sympathy from the reader, 

then all those whom he dislikes must necessarily merit none of it. The composition of his 

umwelt, whether he has telepathy or not, is dictated by whichever interpretations of the 

world around him will justify Latimer’s role as “sympathy’s recipient” – or, more 

accurately, sympathy’s only recipient.  

 Latimer is not unaware of his hypocrisy, but it is – unsurprisingly – dressed in 

falsely forbearing language. He long-sufferingly states that “the weariness and disgust of 

this involuntary intrusion into other souls was counteracted only by [his] ignorance of 

Bertha” (18). Though Latimer is the one transgressing with his “intrusion,” it is others 

who must feel guilty for their audacity to have “loud” emotions. His empathy is exploited 

by the unpleasant interiority of others, and as a result, he has no recourse but to take 

solace in Bertha’s emptiness. Bertha’s eventual betrayal ostensibly makes him a victim 

twice-over as she has (unknowingly) taken advantage of his desire for peace and 

affection. His is a “passion enormously stimulated, if not produced, by that ignorance” 

(29). Bertha “made [him] believe that she loved [him]” through her shy and playful 
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behavior. Yet, all the reader sees is a youth infatuated with a beautiful lady, one who does 

not actively promote his attentions through word or deed except in his mind: “Out of the 

subtlest web of scarcely perceptible signs, she set [him] weaving the fancy that she had 

always unconsciously loved [him].” What signs? What fancies? How is it that he can 

solve these romantic ciphers when no one else even notices? It does not matter what his 

acquaintances do, say, think, or feel – Latimer will manipulate their behaviors to suit his 

particular vision of a Latimer-centric world. Whether because of his telepathy or lack 

thereof, Latimer is always deserving of sympathy because the other people in the umwelt 

he has constructed are not.   

 Latimer fabricates an image of his body in the same manner that he fabricates his 

images of other people’s interiorities. He “thoroughly disliked [his] own 

physique…and…saw in [his face] now nothing but the stamp of a morbid organization, 

framed for passive suffering” (14). He assumes that those who meet him see “a sort of 

half-womanish, half-ghostly beauty.” Yet the reader has nothing but his word for it that 

he is weak, ill, and impotent in comparison to socially acceptable specimens of 

masculinity. He mentions that he has been invited to sit for artists – but of course, this 

flattering attention is due to his femininity. On his physical weakness (and his “poetic” 

temperament), he bases his father’s perceived disapproval and his brother’s unfamiliarity 

(“a perfect stranger”). Physical spaces related to Latimer are contaminated by his 

impressive sense of self-pity. Even the aftermath of his brother’s death is haunted by 

Latimer’s selfish concerns. Upon receiving the news, he “stood beside [his father]” and 

felt “a new element that blended [them]” for the first time (27). The reader expects this 



 

 21 

blending to be mutual grief for Alfred’s tragic accident. The reader would be incorrect. 

Instead, this sympathetic communion is dominated by Latimer’s expectation that his 

“becoming Bertha’s husband was welcome to [his father]” (not to mention the fact that he 

was “fill[ing] [his] brother’s place”) (28). Latimer’s physical and emotional closeness 

with his father is the result of another self-centered fantasy. Similarly, the “new 

consciousness and distance” Bertha places between them after Alfred’s death are a sign 

of her sensitivity to their romantic potential – and not to grief for her fiancé or avoidance 

of Latimer’s blatant obsession. A family member’s death – even if Alfred could be 

considered “a perfect stranger” – still registers as a moment of hope and opportunity for 

Latimer, and this shift is what motivates his growing “affection” for his father – not a 

shared sense of loss (28). 

 In addition to his spatial judgment, Latimer’s monomania also influences his 

temporal experience, another failure in interpersonal subjectivity reflected in the (failed) 

usage of his extra-sensory abilities. Latimer’s telepathy, albeit employed in a skewed, at 

least continues to function as an active – regressive – agent (reinforcing his umwelt rather 

than opening it). On the other hand, his clairvoyance plays no pivotal role in his 

development as a character despite the potential power inherent in being able to see the 

future. Eliot and Latimer never suggest that the future is fated and unavoidable, or that 

his clairvoyance is of the Cassandra variety. Quite the opposite – Latimer fatalistically 

says that “so absolute is our [his] soul’s need of something hidden and uncertain for the 

maintenance of that doubt and hope…that if the whole future were laid bare to us [him] 

beyond to-day, the interest of all mankind would be bent on the hours that lie between” 
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(29). Despite the fact that he speaks as though he does not have the “whole future” bared 

before him, Latimer and the reader are more than aware of his future-sight. This 

generalization of man’s hopeful,14 naïve nature also serves as an insight into the reason 

why sympathy is, for Latimer and others, a self-centered illusion. Latimer has the ability 

to cross the laws of time and space that are now constraining him to his narrow-minded 

umwelt, yet he (and presumably others who might be in similar positions) willfully clings 

to his preset boundaries, only expanding the borders of time/space that will conform to 

his current umwelt – obtaining Bertha. 

 Even before his brother’s (un)timely death, Latimer has a “prevision” of what a 

marriage with Bertha will offer: hate, contempt, and helplessness (on Latimer’s part, of 

course). He, for the first time sees “into her pitiless soul” and is confronted by the 

undeniable truth of her loathing for him (19). He cannot forget what his clairvoyance has 

shown him and returns to the images constantly; however, “such is the madness of the 

human heart under the influence of its immediate desires” that Latimer feels “hell-

braving joy” rather than despair that “Bertha was to be [his]” (20). He acknowledges 

immediately after that he knows that the awful deterioration of their relationship must 

accompany any romantic union – but the intensity of this vision pales in comparison to 

the immediate triumph of victory.15 Latimer admits that he knows exactly what he can do 

to avoid his unhappy future for the good of himself and Bertha, but “the future…had still 
                                                 
14 As Alexander Pope insightfully observes in An Essay on Man (1734), “Man never is, but always too be 
blest.” 
15 It could be argued that there is a certain inevitability implied by Latimer’s visions. However, these 
moments always seem to be within his power to change; he just chooses not to. His first vision – of Bertha 
– is excused because he did not yet know of his ability. His vision of Prague occurs because he lets himself 
be taken to Prague so that he can “cast[] doubt on [his] terrible conviction” that his future with Bertha is 
one of pain.  



 

 23 

no more than the force of an idea, compared with the force of present emotion” (20). His 

encounter with Bertha’s soul arouses no “craving” for him to understand her, to try to 

empathetically connect in a way that may change them both for the better. Instead, he 

zeroes in on what is relevant to his monomaniacal wish to win Bertha. Latimer’s 

sympathy and concern extend to his own misery, but no further. With himself and no 

other in mind, there can be no true sympathy or its resulting “prosocial” force. 

 Latimer’s “craving” for a one-way empathic union that demands nothing from 

him in return prevents him from ever escaping the cyclical tragedy of his umwelt. Having 

telepathy and being clairvoyant – to be able to “lay bare” souls and futures – make no 

difference in his life except to affirm his existence as it is. Eliot chose to give Latimer a 

skill that can, ironically, be translated from French into “clear vision” in English. Yet this 

is the very thing Latimer cannot do from within his umwelt. Always sympathy’s recipient 

and never its provider, when, in this text, isn’t Latimer subsumed “under the influence” 

of his “immediate desires”? What does he do that doesn’t reinforce the present trajectory 

of his life? Latimer’s situation begs the question – when isn’t anyone in the world of 

“The Lifted Veil” and Eliot’s reality motivated by the preservation of his or her present 

umwelt and its desires? 
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V. The Problem with Sympathy 

It is the mind which creates the world around us, and even though we stand side by side 

in the same meadow, my eyes will never see what is beheld by yours, my heart will never 

stir to the emotions with which yours is touched. 

George Gissing, The Private Papers of Henry Ryecroft 

 While “The Lifted Veil” introduces a scenario in which mind-reading and 

unconstrained empathy are possible and problematic, Eliot’s Middlemarch – published 

approximately twelve years later – discusses the complications that continue to persist 

when extrasensory abilities are taken out of the equation. Unable to see into the hearts 

and minds of others, the characters of her later novel are forced to weave their own ideas 

of the world around them. The exchange of sympathy, of any human affection, thus 

becomes reliant on the continual construction and destruction of castles in the air. And 

just in case the reader is inclined to believe that the social and emotional issues 

dominating the novel could easily be solved with any form of telepathy, the narrator of 

Middlemarch obliquely references Latimer’s failures in “The Lifted Veil”: “If we had a 

keen vision and feeling of all ordinary human life, it would be like hearing the grass grow 

and the squirrel’s heart beat, and we should die of that roar which lies on the other side of 

silence” (182). Indeed, Latimer is driven half-mad by the presence of other souls and 

consumed (to death) by the empathic ability he so resents. As Eliot clearly emphasizes, 

whether or not there exists that deafening “roar,” true sympathy is impossible to achieve 

so long as humans are stubbornly rooted in their inward selves – their umwelten.  

 Despite the decided dearth of supernatural elements, the many plots of 

Middlemarch are pushed towards their final conclusions by the belief that each character 

can read another’s mind, that the external world miraculously aligns with the fantasies of 
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a person’s internal umwelt. The preservation of such illusions for one person is dependent 

on the parallel efforts of preservation by those around him/her. If successful, these 

illusions transform into realities. However, there is an implicit assumption in the 

paradigm that “all selves are fundamentally similar because of their inner psychic 

processes” (Keen xix) – but what happens if similarity is predicated on the common 

desire to receive, but not to give, sympathy? A paradox is introduced. The impossibility 

of all characters acting as receivers, with none as givers, leads to competition, conflict, 

and “inner difference” regardless of the shared nature of their desire. Keen’s argument 

that empathy between a reader and characters in a novel is dependent on internal 

homogeneity can also be applied to the dysfunctional relationships that populate 

Middlemarch.  

 For the most part, everyone in Middlemarch operates under this delusion of 

likeness (or even replication in certain instances), particularly between generations. In a 

conversation with Mrs.Garth, Mary Garth expresses her lack of interest in teaching, 

stating, “I suppose we never quite understand why another dislikes what we like” (375). 

It is notable that this dialogue takes place between a mother and her daughter, the former 

unable to understand why her progeny is so unlike herself. Characters in the novel tend to 

treat their children as exact clones of themselves – as Casaubon puts it, he must “leave 

behind him that copy of himself” (260). The (false) impression of homogeneity is what 

encourages attempts to force others to conform to an individual’s umwelt, and promotes 

an inability to understand why others feel, think, and believe differently. Even if, as Keen 

implies, sympathy relies on the bridging property of “being similar,” the “similarities” in 
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Middlemarch are, ultimately, illusions. At one point, the omniscient narrator states that 

“we judge from our own desires,” (488) and yet at the same time that this uniformity 

holds true, these characters also believe in their own singular importance as compared to 

all others. Though this state may seem a paradox – how can there be conformity and 

individuality? – it becomes clear that Eliot perceives that the treatment of likeness is as 

problematic as the treatment of foreignness.  

 The novel is filled with main characters who are repeatedly described as foreign 

and not a part of Middlemarch’s provinciality. Where likeness erases differences 

necessary to understanding and appreciating others, ascribed foreignness (as with 

Ladislaw, Lydgate, Bulstrode, and Dorothea) highlights the inherent inassimilability of 

the other. Mind-reading (in the purely metaphorical sense) other people’s intentions 

becomes a defense against the perceived inassimilability of others, but this telepathy is 

ultimately limited by one’s own desire for sympathy – and one’s own sympathy-derived 

conception of the world. Homogeneity and singularity interact in a way that encourages 

each character’s solipsism. In the end, just as with Latimer, mind-reading creates 

delusions that result in more destructive disillusionment and an egoistic sense of 

alienation. 

 As the novel progresses and everyone is embroiled in life-determining subplots, 

metaphorical mind-reading is the means by which characters believe they can either solve 

their own dilemmas or (more commonly) justify their sense of martyrdom. When there is 

a need to know how others feel and react, characters tend to expand their umwelten 

outwards: “Fred fancied that he saw to the bottom of his uncle Featherstone’s soul, 
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though in reality half what he saw there was no more than the reflex of his own 

inclinations” (11). When Middlemarchians exercise empathy, they are in actuality 

projecting their own (relative) sense of reality onto the world around them. Fred’s “mind-

reading” is what leads him to fall into debt; Dorothea’s idealistic mind-reading leads her 

to Casaubon; and Lydgate’s mind-reading traps him with Rosamond (to name a few). 

True sympathy is difficult whereas “the easy conception of an unreal Better had a 

sentimental charm” (709). To satisfy inward desires for pleasure or empathy, people 

neglect forging real, vocalized connections with one another in favor of simply reforming 

(i.e., denying) any deviant elements of the world to conform to expectations. This 

decision, in turn, exacerbates the existence of multiple, isolating umwelten.   

 The narrator targets Rosamond and Lydgate’s relationship more explicitly than 

any other (though the critique applies to almost all of the interactions of others), perhaps 

because its foundation – on both sides – is based on clichés and stereotypical 

assumptions. Their romance is a “web…made of spontaneous beliefs and indefinable 

joys, yearnings of one life towards another, visions of completeness” (325). There is no 

substantial material which binds the two together, only their imaginations. Though the 

narrator states that they are making a “mutual web” – implying that this is a misguided, 

joint effort – it is clear that they are, instead, mutually spinning their own separate 

“webs” of illusions. Lydgate is “spinning that web from his inward self” as Rosamond 

does the same. Eliot has already previously established that every character’s interiority 

is, if not dramatically unlike, at least varying enough that assumptions of uniformity are 

dangerous. As a result, “there was that total missing of each other’s mental track, which 
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is too evidently possible even between person who are continually thinking of each 

other” (55). Rosamond and Lydgate may be involved in the same process of construction, 

but they have two entirely different webs in mind. The narrator observes that based on 

their relationship, it is apparent that this diverging of umwelten is “too evidently 

possible” – perhaps especially possible with people who are constantly thinking of each 

other in terms of illusions.16  

 Of course, placing trust in unrealistic, impossible fantasies inevitably result in 

disappointment and ensuing episodes of self-absorption. When the world does not align 

with personal desires, the characters of Middlemarch blame everything and everyone but 

themselves. Not surprisingly, the most popular role in the latter half of the novel is that of 

the victim. Various people actively cast themselves as the suffering, misunderstood 

martyr, while the narrator also explicitly gestures towards this extended trend – albeit in a 

more critical manner. Once characters realize that their conceptions of the world are 

consistently being proven false, they begin to retreat into their self-pitying umwelten. 

Eliot highlights these inward movements by having the narrator cry, “Poor [insert name 

here]!” For example, Casaubon becomes “Poor Casaubon” only when he is considering 

his insecurities regarding his academic work and his disappointing martial life. “Poor 

Lydgate!” and “Poor Rosamund!” come into existence after their incompatibility 

becomes clear: “each lived in a world of which the other knew nothing” (155).  In their 

minds, the separation of their umwelten seems irrevocable, and it is at this point that they 

                                                 
16 Rosamund believes Lydgate is the aristocratic “hero” in her “romance,” an “almost perfect” being to 
fulfill her fantasies (156; 251). Lydgate, too, uses this language to describe Rosamund as “perfect 
womanhood ” – weak, “adorable” and submissive (331; 329). 
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are dubbed “poor.” They are “poor” because they are incapable of escaping their own 

worlds to feel from another’s, yet this blame falls not on themselves, but on others. As 

the narrator points out, “In fact there was but one person in Rosamond’s world whom she 

did not regard as blameworthy” – and that was Rosamond herself (626). The term “poor” 

serves a dual purpose: it alerts the reader to be aware of, and sympathetic to, the crushing 

disappointment Middlemarch characters experience when their umwelten are disturbed; 

and, more importantly, it is indicative of the increasingly self-pitying nature of these 

personalities. “Poor” is not only a descriptor applied by a distant narrator, but by the 

characters on themselves as they passively accept their roles as pathetic, helpless figures 

constantly set upon by an uncooperative world.  

 The self-absorption brought upon by the characters’ wallowing is artificially 

prolonged through their determined efforts to rationalize their own selfish actions while 

registering only pain and injustice in others’. Casaubon’s callous and decidedly 

unromantic treatment of Dorothea is, in his mind, not as damaging a transgression as 

Dorothea’s perceived contempt for him: “There had entered into the husband’s mind the 

certainty that she judged him…his discontent passed vapour-like through all her gentle 

loving manifestations, and clung to that inappreciative world…” (392). The third-person 

perspective allows the reader to see that while Casaubon is convinced that he knows 

Dorothea’s mind, the narrator implies it is the scholar’s own internal insecurities and 

paranoia corrupting her actions. Casaubon’s umwelt names Dorothea as the cause of his 

unhappiness which, in his world, legitimizes his claim for sympathy. “Self-absorbed 
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discontent” finds its justification in perceived wrongs, and there is no shortage of that in 

Middlemarch (191).  

 At one point in the novel, the narrator comments on the nature of the ego with a 

metaphor of a lighted candle placed on a scratched surface: “the scratches will seem to 

arrange themselves in a fine series of concentric circles round that little sun” (248). 

However, this discussion of egoism is just as applicable to victimization and sympathy. 

Once a person’s image of his/her umwelt is in conflict with the rest of the world, all non-

conforming actions will appear to be unfair persecutions of that person. Rosamond, “the 

poor thing,”17 “saw only that the world was not ordered to her liking” and that Lydgate, 

who refused to submit to her desires, “was part of that world” (610). Maintaining the role 

of victim is an integral component of every Middlemarchian umwelt, leading to suspicion 

on every side, and a pervading sense of resentment because no party is willing to 

compromise and be the sympathy-provider rather than the sympathy-receiver.  During the 

height of Casaubon’s and Dorothea’s marital issues, the narrator quietly notes that 

“[Casaubon] knew little of Dorothea’s sensations, and had not reflected that…they were 

comparable in strength to his own” (399). However, Dorothea is not blameless in this 

estrangement, as it had been earlier stated that “she was as blind to his inward troubles as 

he to hers” (188). There is a mutual sense of distance dividing them as neither is willing 

to accept that the other may genuinely be experiencing greater suffering. 

 It is Mary, of all the characters, who ultimately explicitly voices the central 

problem of Middlemarch. As Fred insensitively begs for sympathy from her for his 

                                                 
17 Italics are mine. 
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plight, Mary responds by saying “selfish people always think their own discomfort of 

more importance than anything else in the world. I see enough of that every day” (239). 

At the moment that Fred is demanding that Mary recognize his suffering, Mary instead 

recognizes that a cry for sympathy is often selfish and singular. While Mary’s family is in 

debt because of Fred’s mistakes, Fred continues to repeat, “If you knew how miserable I 

am, you would be sorry for me” (238). Even though this situation is Fred’s fault and 

Mary and her family are obviously suffering, Fred’s umwelt dictates that he must be the 

one to receive sympathy at this time. His attitude is reflective of the entire community’s, 

as everyone’s desperate desires for affection and understanding necessarily makes each 

one selfish. Umwelten are formed by individual needs, separated by the repulsion of 

differing needs projecting from differing umwelten, and continually reconstructed as 

people struggle to cling to their illusions. Lydgate “dreaded a future without affection and 

was determined to resist the oncoming of division between [him and Rosamond]” (610). 

The physician’s repeated overtures to Rosamond are not derived from sincere empathic 

concern, but rather from a sympathy representative of his own anxieties.  

 The stubborn tendency to cling to one’s own umwelt is not just mirrored in 

explicit statements and implicit meanings, but in the very words Eliot chooses. The 

narrator and various characters are associated with terms such as “imagine,” “sympathy,” 

“blind,” “distance,” “gulf,” and “separation.” There is often a linear trajectory as a 

character first internally “imagines” a landscape of the future or of someone’s mind, 

proceeds to engage with ideas of sympathy – as the receiver, as giver, or as both (e.g. 

Dorothea) – and then, at the end, is isolated from the rest of the world by his/her 
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interiority. In Middlemarch, the special separation of minds is exacerbated by the second 

element of the umwelt – time. This element doesn’t reveal itself in quite the same manner 

as Latimer’s clairvoyance does in “The Lifted Veil,” but temporal disjointedness is still 

linked to every major character’s inability to properly assimilate, even on a superficial 

level.  

 Because the umwelt is both spatially and temporally based, many spatial issues of 

mind-reading/assuming are drawn from temporal conflicts. Characters are portrayed as 

being out of time (though it is never stated what is the “proper” time). Casaubon is the 

most obvious misfit as his personality, his work, and his virility are rendered obsolete and 

evolutionary dead-ends. He is an impotent, “dried bookworm” who represents no obvious 

masculine threat to Sir James’s claim on Dorothea (21). His only admirable quality (to 

Dorothea) is his ambitious scholarly work, The Key to All Mythologies, but this is a 

research project that seeks to find the ancient, antiquated origins of modern mythologies. 

Casaubon’s world is not entrenched in the present, but in a long extinct past. Through 

Dorothea, he plans to “leave behind him that copy of himself which seemed so urgently 

required of a man – to the sonneteers of the sixteenth century” (260). Leaving a legacy 

through the birth of the next generation is not an uncommon thought, but to allude to 

“sonneteers of the sixteenth century” once again highlights Casaubon’s very limited 

temporal perspective.  

 Dorothea’s character, on the other hand, is pulled in multiple directions 

throughout time. She is a spiritual Saint Theresa. She is a “reclining Ariadne” 

overlapping with “the Cleopatra” (177). And finally, she is too cynical; of this cynicism 
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Will says, “You are too young – it is an anachronism for you to have such thoughts” 

(206). Dorothea’s idealism is at war with the disillusionment she experiences, and this 

disillusionment perpetually suspends her in a liminal, unassimilable state. Lydgate is – 

medically – far too progressive. Bulstrode is too puritanical. Ladislaw is too wild and 

romantic. The list of temporal discontinuities continues. None of these eras and 

movements which these characters represent is able to flourish in the town of 

Middlemarch, and none of the variety of temporalities is able to meld or communicate 

with each other. The solipsism of sympathy encompasses a physical separation from 

other people – intensified by self-delusions – and unbridgeable temporal gaps in world-

perceiving and world-building.  

 The question of temporal and spatial sympathy seems to be resolved at the end of 

Middlemarch as Eliot neatly wraps up every relationship and pairs together the remaining 

romantic couples. It is in Book VIII, “Sunset and Sunrise,” that the reader and characters 

experience instances of emotional catharsis; however, these impressions of resolution are 

illusory and as unreal as Middlemarch-ian mind-reading abilities. A surprisingly poignant 

moment occurs when Nicholas Bulstrode faces his wife’s judgment upon her discovery of 

his shameful past. Rather than rejecting him, a “movement of new compassion and old 

tenderness went through her like a great wave” (707).  Reconciliation and sympathetic 

forgiveness are seemingly within reach. However, the empathic communion implied in 

the scene remains incomplete as “they could not yet speak to each other of the 

shame….His confession was silent, and her promise of faithfulness was silent” (707-08). 

This is not the silence of a transcendent mutual understanding, but the silence of fear and 
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suspicion, of personal anxieties. Mrs. Bulstrode “shrank from the words which would 

have expressed their mutual consciousness, as she would have shrunk from flakes of 

fire.” The Bulstrodes do not see their minimal engagement with sympathy as healing or 

comforting, but as a danger to be avoided (like a wild fire). Each is occupied with the 

disgrace they must bear as individuals, but not as a melded couple; Nicholas Bulstrode 

must confront his public disgrace, while Mrs. Bulstrode must come to terms with her role 

as supportive companion. Rather than a “mutual consciousness,” their sympathy stops 

short at singular consciousness. Their two separate umwelten are loosely linked by the 

mutual future they are otherwise too afraid to live alone.  

 The potentially devastating marital strife between Tertius Lydgate and Rosamond 

is also addressed, a conflict mitigated by Dorothea’s (seemingly) sympathetic advice. 

What at first is promising eventually deteriorates as the reader realizes that any 

understanding between the couple was fleeting and built on mutually agreed ignorance 

and suppressed resentment. “Tertius” acknowledges that “he must bend himself to her 

nature, and that because [Rosamond] came short in her sympathy, he must give the more” 

(713). This major step – yet to be made by anyone in Middlemarch – is negated despite 

Lydgate’s goal that he should “open[] himself.” In his discussion with Dorothea, his 

resolve to empathize with Rosamond’s self-centered misery is countered by his opinion 

that he “[has] been suffering cruelly” under her reign (721). Even until his death, this 

stalemate continues. Lydgate refers to Rosamond as his “basil plant” because of her 

deceptively passive, yet quite oppressive, nature, while Rosamond considers her second 
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marriage a “reward” for her pitiful sufferings under Lydgate (782).18 Neither forgives the 

other or tries to compromise as the Bulstrodes attempted. Instead, Lydgate is 

masochistically satisfied with maintaining a marriage that damages his self-esteem 

because he can at least cling to the tatters of his illusory, perfect relationship. Although 

he resents Rosamond and pities himself for his disillusionment, Lydgate is unwilling to 

let go of his desperate desire for unconditional affection. Rosamond, too, martyrs herself 

as the ostensibly obedient, yet inexplicably set-upon wife. Because their bitterness from 

the loss of their dreams eclipses any notion of true sympathy, they have only their self-

centered, rationalizing umwelten to retreat to.   

 Even selfless Dorothea falls victim to being a victim, albeit less explicitly than 

other characters do. Lydgate notes that she has a heart “large enough for the Virgin 

Mary” when she offers to speak to Rosamond on his behalf (723). However, this altruistic 

image is complicated by Dorothea’s own unconscious, but still present, desires. Her 

interest in Lydgate is piqued by his reference to marital problems, something she can 

obviously relate to with regards to Casaubon. Looking at Lydgate she wonders, “Had he 

that sorrow too?” (720). Her advice is provided with “keen memory of her own life” 

(721). If the rift between Rosamond and Lydgate heals, Dorothea is, by proxy, solving 

her issues – of distrust and betrayal – with the late Casaubon as well. Her explanations on 

behalf of Lydgate gradually shift to general observations of marriage, to (eventually) 

references to her internal struggles: “marriage drinks up all our power of giving or getting 

any blessedness…and then our husband…and we have not helped him, but made a curse 

                                                 
18 “Tertius” explains that a basil plant “was a plant which flourished wonderfully on a murdered man’s 
brains” (782). 
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in his life” (748-49). What began as a mission for another couple returns to the center of 

Dorothea’s umwelt: “She was too preoccupied with her own anxieties to be aware that 

Rosamond was trembling too” (749). Dorothea, like everyone else in Eliot’s novels, is 

just as vulnerable to her selfish passions and just as hungry for sympathy.  

 On another level, Dorothea is protecting a romantic illusion by seeking 

Rosamond. Her parting sentence to Lydgate is that she remembers how “pretty” 

Rosamond is; the narrator quietly comments that “into [Dorothea’s] mind every 

impression of Rosamond had cut deep” (723). The violent use of the word “cut,” 

combined with Dorothea’s passionate epiphany following the scene she interrupts 

between Ladislaw and Rosamond, implies that her sympathy is based in self-interest. Her 

secret love for Will becomes more hopeless than ever if Rosamond is left unhappy and 

free to ensnare Will. At one point, Dorothea admits to the reader the “burning scorn” she 

now holds towards the other two in her love triangle, but this base emotion is quickly 

overcome by the “vivid sympathetic experience” which demands that she “rescue” 

Lydgate, Rosamond, and Will from an ignoble fate (741). She is not so much letting go 

of her desires as she is suppressing them under the guise of altruism. It is especially 

suspect that from one sentence to the next, she trades jealousy for the “perfect Right” 

which will “rule her errant will.” Dorothea’s umwelt is as stable as it ever was, but with 

the added bulwark of self-protection through self-delusion, she is able to bury what she 

recognizes is a selfish need for sympathy and love.  

 Dorothea’s climactic moment with Will is just as problematic as the other 

resolutions. Will is focused solely on his misery – “you have never felt the sort of misery 
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I felt” – while Dorothea is forced to counteract his self-centeredness with her own – “But 

I have felt worse” (760). This back-and-forth, pitying dialogue is repeated without 

change, fragmented, and filled with incomplete thoughts and unfinished declarations of 

suffering. There are great, dramatic pauses and outbursts condemning the injustices of the 

world. And then, in the last two (relatively short) paragraphs of the chapter – after Will 

has had one last chance to tell Dorothea that “it is cruel of [her]” to behave so calmly – 

Dorothea cries out that she hates her wealth, to which Will replies that he will learn 

“what everything costs” (762). There is an oblique, mutual declaration of love, yes; 

however, the only issue that has been addressed is money. Eliot deliberately glosses over 

the numerous emotional, physical, and social obstacles and leaps to Dorothea’s final role 

as mother and wife. Though the two are “bound to each other by a love stronger than any 

impulses,” “many who knew her, thought it a pity that [she]…should have been absorbed 

into the life of another” (783). This consensus is portrayed as conjectures made by the 

outside community; however, the narrator does not do anything to clarify…In fact, the 

narrator provides legitimacy to this gossip by asking what “[Dorothea] ought to have 

done” instead, in a time and place so limiting for females. Dorothea and Will do not meld 

their umwelten, nor do they allow them to interact; Dorothea has actually (purportedly) 

given up her world to be subsumed entirely into Will’s, a sacrifice she had been unwilling 

to make in her relationship with Casaubon. Once again, a mutual sense of sympathy is 

narrowly missed in the conclusion of Middlemarch.19  

                                                 
19 Opinions regarding Will Ladislaw’s role as Dorothea’s love interest tend to be ambivalent. He is a 
disappointment, unworthy, an artistic anomaly in the masterpiece that is Middlemarch (see Arnold Kettle, 
F.R. Leavis, and George Eliot’s personal journal). On the other hand, he is also Dorothea’s rescuer, her 



 

 38 

 There is, however, one couple that would appear to be the epitome of what all 

other couples fail to achieve: Fred Vincy and Mary Garth. Apart from one dangerous 

moment in which Fred insensitively begs for sympathy from Mary after losing her 

family’s money (“if you knew how miserable I am, you would be sorry for me”), their 

relationship begins and ends in “solid mutual happiness” (238; 779). However, Fred and 

Mary’s marriage plot is unique in that theirs is the only one that is given no introduction; 

even the already married Bulstrodes have their tangled history gradually unraveled. Fred 

and Mary are friends from childhood and romantically absorbed in one another from the 

start. In fact, their closeness implies that they were already part of a single umwelt rather 

than living in two separate ones before the novel began. Mary tells Mr. Farebrother that 

her love for Fred “has taken such deep root in [her]” precisely because Fred has “always 

lov[ed] [her] best” (486). That rejection of temporal difference with the use of “always” 

emphasizes how interdependent and indistinguishable the couple’s emotions are. When 

Mary is faced with the choice of expanding the umwelt that has always enveloped her 

and Fred to include Mr. Farebrother, it is “painful to Mary” as she is confronted with “the 

possibility of new interpretations” (544). In a conversation with Fred, Mr. Farebrother 

reveals that he offers “a companionship of ready sympathy, which might get the 

advantage even over the longest associations” (635).20 For Mary, to accept Farebrother is 

                                                                                                                                                 
escape from Middlemarchian banality, the Bacchus to her Ariadne (see Jane Marie Luecke, Brian Swann, 
and Abigail Rischin). However, Will’s character aside, critics have tended to ignore the significance of 
Dorothea’s role in choosing Will, a man she barely knew and understood. Just as her marriage to Casaubon 
involved a projection of an ideal scholarly lover, so too does her life with Will depend upon a fragile vision 
of sentimentality and romanticism. Dorothea is a pendulum that, in the course of Middlemarch, swings 
from one illusory extreme to another. 
 
20 Italics are mine 
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to engage in true sympathy, but to remain with Fred is to remain in their limited, 

temporally static umwelt, constructed from a childhood beyond the written reach of 

Middlemarch. Mary states that for either her or Fred to “spare the other” is “too great a 

difference to [them] – like seeing all the old places altered, and changing the name for 

everything” (776). Both of their perspectives of the world would actually transform 

should they go beyond the limits of their umwelt – and Mary makes the conscious, active 

decision to reject an offer for sympathy, for a different umwelt. Eliot creates a self-

centered world for Mary and Fred, and ultimately, it stays just that through the entire 

novel. 

 The reality of the conclusions of Middlemarch falls short of the sympathetic 

couplings and friendships that were implicitly promised throughout the novel. Though 

there are genuine moments of sympathy and communication, they are fleeting and 

unfinished as the altruistic willingness to give sympathy is quickly crushed by the selfish 

need to receive it on both sides. Internal fears and insecurities trap people within their 

umwelten, impeding open, uninterrupted dialogue which in turn leads to the easy, gradual 

retreat into self-centered pity. The conclusion is dominated by episodes of failed, almost-

sympathy – but the narrator decides to leave it on a slightly optimistic, if temporally 

ambiguous, note: “The growing good of the world is partly dependent on unhistoric acts” 

(785). Dorothea is a failed Saint Theresa limited by her social era and sympathy is a 

failed Saint Theresa constrained by human solipsism. Eliot indicates that despite the 

current failures of both human individuals and human compassion, they do not preclude 

the ideas of progress and change. As humans learn from their mistakes and voluntarily 
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struggle to free themselves from their delimiting umwelten, perhaps the world will also 

come closer and closer to achieving true sympathy.  
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VI. Conclusion  

A human being is part of the whole called by us universe, a part limited in time and 

space. We experience ourselves, our thoughts and feelings as something separate from 

the rest. A kind of optical delusion of consciousness. This delusion is a kind of prison for 

us…. 

Albert Einstein, Ideas and Opinions 

 In her introduction to “Empathic Engagement with Narrative Fictions,” 

Amy Coplan writes that “readers tend to adopt a position within the spatio-

temporal framework of narratives that is based on the position of the protagonist” 

(141). Readers notice what the main character notices, find important what he/she 

finds important, and feel what he/she ostensibly feels. This unity encapsulates the 

idea of empathic reading. When these properties of sympathy/empathy are 

extrapolated and applied to the intra-textual relationships in Eliot’s novels, it is 

clear that this conception of sympathy is not present. Eliot’s characters are 

physically and mentally incapable of entering the spatially and temporally 

different umwelt of another. Attempts to move out of one’s own umwelt are short-

lived and, more often than not, abandoned in favor of demanding that someone 

else be the intrepid umwelt-traveller instead. While everyone waits for someone 

else to yield first, the world of sympathy remains in a self-centered stasis. Eliot’s 

emphasis on the ties between selfishness and failed sympathy serves as a reminder 

of the subjective nature of human experience, and, more importantly, as a warning 

of the dangers of one’s uncontrolled and unacknowledged interiority. Her 

sympathy-oriented prototype of Uexküll’s Umwelt functions as a narrower – and 

in some ways, more incisive – prototype of his later critique of human-animal 
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divides. She points out that simply being human does not negate individual 

differences and allow one to experience true unconditional sympathy; rather, 

sympathy is the result of recognizing, accepting, and overcoming one’s 

imprisonment in the self-constructed umwelt. 

 George Eliot’s involvement in contemporary debates about the nature of 

sympathy draws on contemporary understandings and observations of sensory 

perception, physiology, and behavior (both animal and human). However, her 

discussions and findings are not confined to her era or to the realm of literary 

fiction; rather, they have become more relevant than ever as we struggle to 

illuminate this still ongoing question in the twenty-first century. Even with 

technological leaps in neuroscience, we still find ourselves unable to fully 

explicate the processes of empathy and must rely on conjectures and hypotheses 

not so different from those Eliot indirectly posits in “The Lifted Veil” and 

Middlemarch. But what new paths can be carved in this developing area of 

research should Eliot and a revised (sympathetic) umwelt theory be read together 

as mutually informative and enriching texts that are not limited by modern 

preconceptions and modern sensibilities? 

 Modern applications of Jakob von Uexküll’s often overlooked theory of 

the Umwelt tend to see it as a predecessor to more popular works in (bio)semiotics 

or as a mere gateway into the wide-ranging field of animal studies. Even texts 

devoted to the Umwelt fail to consider the broader implications. In the recently 

published collection, Relating to Environments: A New Look at Umwelt, scholars 
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address the many ways that the Umwelt is still pertinent today in the field of 

(cultural) psychology. However, while many of the contributors reframe 

Uexküll’s theory around creatures he did not cover, or even around human 

behavior, they do not expand on it; this academic move is simply a removal of the 

Umwelt theory from the twentieth-century to the twenty-first, with no shift in the 

way we actually perceive the construction of Umwelt: “the current environment 

offers challenges not present in the ancient environment. Thus, our Umwelten face 

changes based on current problems as well as past” (68). The environmental 

situations to which Uexküll’s theory is applied may have mutated, but scholarly 

understanding of the Umwelt, and the Umwelt itself have remained, for the most 

part, static – to the detriment of the academic and social worlds. 

 It is in the unlikely combination of a Victorian novelist and a twentieth-

century semiotician that the “problem” of sympathy is not simply reframed, but 

re-imagined. Empathy here functions as both the externally derived object of 

desire and the building blocks of self-centered, self-imprisoning worlds. Perhaps 

this paradox in the intersubjectivity of human interactions will not only inform 

analyses of George Eliot’s far-sighted fiction and Jakob von Uexküll’s proto 

theory of mind, but also alter the direction of cognitive studies, and, ultimately the 

direction of human relationships.  
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