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“A Common Humanity Is Not Yet Enough”: Shadows of the Coming Race 
in George Eliot’s Final Fiction*
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The final chapters of George Eliot’s final fiction both end on a dis-
missal of false conceptions:

[These premises] seem to be flying about in the air with other germs. . . . 
Nobody really holds them. They bear the same relation to real belief as 
walking on the head for a show does to running away from an explosion 
or walking fast to catch the train. (1994: 142)

Will any one teach the nullification of this feeling and call his doctrine a 
philosophy? He will teach a blinding superstition — the superstition that 
a theory of human wellbeing can be constructed in disregard of the influ-
ences which have made us human. (165) 

On both occasions, the issue appears to be a form of false belief which 
somehow is current though nobody really holds it, or is not yet quite 
current but bound to be held by some would-be philosopher. The latter 
seems more threatening, and the denunciation it receives derives added 
authority from its being George Eliot’s final statement in fiction: these 
are the last words of Theophrastus Such, the last figure performed by the 
author George Eliot as performed by Marian Evans Lewes, as she then 
was, directed against a teacher of “a blinding superstition” who is a fig-
ment of a rhetorical question but apparently none the less dangerous for 
that. In what was bound to be the final phase of her career as a writer of 
fiction, Eliot felt called upon to pour scorn on bad belief, as if unwilling 
or unable to transmute stark outrage, through make-peace make-belief, 
into what Neil Hertz has characterized as “those scenes of morally im-
peccable denunciation that have punctuated [her] fiction from the first” 
(122). Blame the Jews.

* Research for this article was facilitated by a Fellowship of the Flemish Academic Cen-
tre for Science and the Arts. I am grateful to my fellow Fellows Gert Buelens, Stef Craps, 
Samuel Durrant, Robert Eaglestone, Roger Luckhurst, and Michael Rothberg for their help-
ful comments and questions.
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***

Eliot’s engagement with Jewishness in her final novel Daniel Deron-
da (1876) has been the subject of intermittently intense debate ever since 
its first publication, with a notable spike of renewed interest following 
Edward Said’s influential association of the novel with Western impe-
rialism and with Zionism (see Newton). Yet Eliot’s return to the Jewish 
question in her next and final book, Impressions of Theophrastus Such 
(1879), has received far less focused attention — even though (and pos-
sibly partly because) Theophrastus’s grumblings about “the future of the 
Jews” (162) and, indeed, the future of “the human race” (136) pick up 
and amplify the dissonances Daniel Deronda ultimately seeks to swathe 
in the warm hum of humanity descending over the novel’s closing scene. 
Self-reading such as this disables both condemnation and commendation 
and requires re-reading. 

Impressions of Theophrastus Such is a weird bit of writing. It sold well 
on its first publication, though the imaginary Victorian common reader, 
curious to see whether Eliot had recovered the high form of Middlemarch 
(1872) after the arresting engagement with the all-too-present present in 
Daniel Deronda, must have been in two minds. Deronda marked a late 
departure in Eliot’s fiction: her first novel to abandon accomplished pe-
riod costume constructions, it invented events barely a decade in the past 
and agents intent on events weighed down with the future: “restoring a 
political existence to my people, making them a nation again” as the by-
then and always Jewish eponymous protagonist promises himself (688). 
The Saturday Review was worried: “the fact is that the reader never — or 
so rarely as not to affect his general posture of mind — feels at home. The 
author is ever driving at something foreign to his habits of thought.”1

Theophrastus Such, too, feels foreign at first, though this seems more 
a matter of fancy dress — a return to period flavor with a vengeance. 
The name of the central character derives from the 4th-century BCE stu-
dent of Aristotle who initiated the genre of character writing and directly 
inspired later prominent practitioners like Jean de la Bruyère.2 Eliot’s 
Theophrastus offers reflections on himself but mainly on others, char-
acters of his acquaintance with names generally even more outlandish 
than his own — the apparent point of the exercise being the revelation 

1 Quoted in Bar-Yosef 27. Bar-Yosef offers a balanced and rich account of the discursive 
context that Daniel Deronda emerged in and from.

2 For discussion of these and further historical-philological issues, see Henry 1994.
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of the recognizable type under the alien name. More particularly, Theo-
phrastus describes characters who are his and his imaginary audience’s 
contemporaries. Given the fact that his father “was a country parson, 
born much about the same time as Scott and Wordsworth” (18), this puts 
him roughly in the same generation as Eliot herself. In his text, “at pres-
ent” (15) therefore means 1879 or so, making Theophrastus Eliot’s most 
contemporary fiction. Despite Eliot’s various defamiliarization devices, 
Theophrastus Such is very much a late nineteenth-century aging English-
man, grumbling to himself about the general state of things. This, surely, 
should have made the Saturday Review reader feel at home.

Like Deronda, Theophrastus is intensely preoccupied with questions 
of descent and destiny: he, too, ever driving at something foreign, is 
haunted by the future — as it happens, it is also the same future,— “the 
future of the Jews” (162). But unlike Deronda, Theophrastus is his own 
narrator, and he is not a Jew, which generates complications of voice and 
vision, challenging Eliot’s authority and straining her text into rhetorical 
reaction formations indicative of a new crisis in the imagination of hu-
man community that all her writing had worked to refine.3 At the close 
of her career in fiction, Eliot discontinued her increasingly sophisticated 
omniscient narration as a “subtle means of interpretative commentary” 
and replaced the equipoise of “a stable narrative persona” by a voice 
noisy with nuisance, veering from urbane reasonableness to sinister com-
mon sense and back again (Carroll 5, 30).

In Daniel Deronda, too, narratorial balance is challenged. Eliot’s 
choice of two interlaced plot lines deploying current socio-political af-
fairs — one involving the moral malaise affecting the upper reaches of 
English society, the other delineating an episode in the formation of Jew-
ish nationalism in England, both yet to be shaped by a future that will 
arrive after the time of composition — disables the “stabilising irony of 
historical hindsight of her previous novels” (Carroll 273–74). The overall 
coherence that this novel nonetheless achieves is largely a matter of deli-
cate dialogical insight that disavows any substantial claim to foresight 
despite its commitment to future justice. In the novel’s textual execu-
tion, this ethos, which Amanda Anderson has characterized as “the care-
ful cultivation of dialogical openness — to the individual other, to one’s 
own cultural heritage(s), and to other cultures” (56), takes shape in the 

3 For a comprehensive account of the crises of imagination throughout Eliot’s career, see 
Carroll. The most sustained treatment of Eliot’s engagement with questions of community — 
unfortunately glossing over Theophrastus Such — is still Suzanne Graver’s.
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complex constellations of distinct characters connected by the narrato-
rial gaze that transcribes what these characters make of themselves, each 
other, and the others they belong to. 

The organizing consciousness of the novel uses the character of 
Deronda to explore the complications of such belonging. Deronda’s is 
the focalizing consciousness of approximately half of the book. Brought 
up as an English gentleman, he accidentally on purpose stumbles into 
his Jewish origin and is retrospectively configured as a privileged probe 
with which Eliot can monitor the discourse of Jewish national-political 
self-determination. Importantly, Eliot restricts Deronda’s movements to 
England and its near European neighbors, staying well clear of the fur-
ther frontiers of Empire: the novel’s dialogism is grounded in what could 
perhaps be described as a transnational European regionalism predicated 
on English common sense. The implicit rhetoric of the region, flexible 
enough to map belonging both at sub-national and trans-national lev-
els, registers reservations in Eliot’s ideology that charges of imperialism 
tend to flatten.4 Deronda is a prosthetic device to explore an alternative 
belonging, but he remains attached to the nation he belonged to right 
up to the end of the text, and thereby serves the novel’s own regional-
ist sense of belonging as sufficiently comprehensive to sustain both its 
incisive diagnosis of English disease and its uneasy admiration of Jewish 
recovery.

The novel’s concluding chapters self-consciously consolidate this 
self-confidence. In the penultimate chapter, Deronda comes clean with 
Gwendolen Harleth, the distressed English rose that facile fancy would 
have him take as his wife, by revealing that he has discovered he is a 
Jew and has become intimate with another “very remarkable Jew” whose 
“ideas” he wishes to carry into “effect,” and in preparation for which he 
intends to go “to the East to become better acquainted with the condition 
of [his] race in various countries there” (688). The revelation inspires 
Gwendolen “with a dreadful presentiment of mountainous travel for her 
mind before it could reach Deronda’s”: the imaginary mountains mark 
the bounds of the novel’s region and confirm its Anglo-European domes-
ticity — here, at least, in Gwendolen’s drawing-room, the reader can feel 
at home. 

4 For a nuanced but nonetheless occidentalist account of Eliot’s “nation-thinking,” see 
Mufti 94–97. Nancy Henry’s chapter “Deronda, Impressions, and the Emergence of Imper-
alism” in her 2002 George Eliot and the British Empire contains valuable qualifications of 
Eliot’s relation to “imperialist ideology” (114).
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At home, indeed, the novel stays.5 The final chapter recounts the mar-
riage of Deronda and his Jewish bride Mirah and closes on the death of 
Mirah’s brother Mordecai, Deronda’s visionary interlocutor in the ex-
changes on the history and destiny of the Jews that constitute the political 
core of the book. The journey East, on which Mordecai would have ac-
companied Deronda and Mirah, does not take place in the text; return and 
restoration remain unwritten.6 Instead, the narrator subsumes this unread 
reality in a formal imagination of human community which, as we shall 
see, translates the Jewish national idea into the transnational English of 
underquoted Wordsworth and unnamed Milton. 

Mordecai’s final words are “the confession of the divine Unity, which 
for long generations has been on the lips of the dying Israelite” (695). 
The narrator tells us the words are “uttered in Hebrew,” but they are nei-
ther quoted nor translated. Earlier on, Mordecai gave Mirah his gloss on 
the text in question, the Shemah Israel, but there, too, the verses them-
selves remained unwritten:

[T]he Shemah, wherein we briefly confess the divine Unity, is the chief 
devotional exercise of the Hebrew; and this made our religion the funda-
mental religion for the whole world; for the divine Unity embraced as its 
consequence the ultimate unity of mankind. See, then — the nation which 
has been scoffed at for its separateness, has given a binding theory to the 
human race. Now, in complete unity a part possesses the whole as the 
whole possesses every part. (628)

Shemah (the imperative “Hear”) is the first word of the first verse of Juda-
ism’s most important prayer. In Eliot’s text, only the injunction to receive 
remains, as the proper name of an abstract doctrine of “divine Unity” in 
which both the receiver and the message of the original injunction are un-
named, dissolving the particular embeddedness of Hebrew history in the 
“religion of humanity” Eliot inherits from Auguste Comte.7 Shemah Is-

5 Hina Nazar (310) offers a fine account of the drawing-room and the bedroom in Middle-
march as the “social space” in which Eliot can fully imagine the sympathy for “concrete 
others,” realizing her reading of Feuerbach’s philosophy of “essential humanity.” In Dan-
iel Deronda, that realization may be said to come to its end. Some alternative readings of 
Deronda as staging a crisis of the sympathetic faculty still triumphant in Middlemarch are 
Redfield 134–70, Hertz 129–37, and Toker 116–30.

6 See Henry 2002 on Eliot’s realist resistance to English “imaginative vagrancy” in gen-
eral (9) and on the invisibility of the “East” in Deronda in particular (119).

7 Graver (239–43) convincingly reads this abstraction of the Shemah and its implications 
in terms of gender and nation as a major failure in Eliot’s attempt to embody the formal 
ideal of organic community properly. The question we shall return to is whether the problem
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rael, “Hear, O Israel, the Lord is our God, the Lord is One,” does not say 
“Hear, O mankind, all are One.” Yet that interpellation of a generalized 
humanity unmarked by the reciprocal discrimination of any one nation 
and its One God is what the prayer must deliver for the novel to come 
to rest in the implicit Anglo-regionalism it projects. Eliot anticipates this 
transformation of Mordecai’s mute prayer by posting a passage from The 
Prelude as an alternative mezuzah to the penultimate chapter:

The human nature unto which I felt
That I belonged, and reverenced with love,
Was not a punctual presence, but a spirit
Diffused through time and space, with aid derived
Of evidence from monuments, erect,
Prostrate, or leaning towards their common rest
In earth, the widely scattered wreck sublime
Of vanished nations.
         —  Wordsworth: The Prelude (680)

Suspending the Shemah, it is the grand scheme of things recorded in the 
evidence from monuments that grants the I — any I — a feeling of be-
longing deeper than the name of any nation can deliver. By way of Word-
sworth’s arrestingly post-national sentiment, Eliot confirms Mordecai’s 
earlier gloss on the Shemah at the expense of his investment in Israel — a 
bit like by-passing the dictatorship of the proletariat on the way to com-
munist consummation. 

But Eliot doctors Wordsworth’s text too. She replaces the original 
comma after “Of vanished nations” with a full stop, and, ending the epi-
graph here, elides a further source of the diffused spirit of human na-
ture:

 or more clearly drawn 
From books and what they picture and record. (1850 Prelude, 8.615–16)

The effect of thus truncating the quotation is at least double: the prosaic 
deflation in Wordsworth’s closing clause is prevented from ruining the 
sense of an ending; and the reader is spared an awareness of the medium 

resides with the abstraction or with the organic community. Comte’s reflections in his 1852 
Catéchisme positiviste on the etymological roots of religion in binding (religare) are a likely 
inspiration for Eliot’s “binding theory,” a phrase she uses both in Daniel Deronda and in 
Middlemarch (2000: 55). See Comte 1966: 62. For Comte, all earlier “theological” religions 
are partial and provisional stages in the “systematic development of human unity” culminat-
ing in the “religion of humanity” (60).
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of diffusion—this book, and what it pictures and records. Eliot’s full stop 
erases the metaliterary touch in Wordsworth’s afterthought. Less grand 
than “the scattered wreck sublime,” but clearer: the “spirit” of “human 
nature” is drawn from books. Such as this English book, whose author 
opens its final chapter with a little prose poem of her own:

In the chequered area of human experience, the seasons are all mingled as 
in the golden age: fruit and blossom hang together; in the same moment 
the sickle is reaping and the seed is sprinkled; one tends the green cluster 
and another treads the wine-press. Nay, in each of our lives harvest and 
spring-time are continually one, until Death himself gathers us and sows 
us anew in his invisible fields. (693)

Upon which follow a marriage, and a death, and a noble nameless monu-
ment:

He sank back gently into his chair, and did not speak again. But it was 
some hours before he had ceased to breathe, with Mirah’s and Deronda’s 
arms around him.

“Nothing is here for tears, nothing to wail
Or knock the breast; no weakness, no contempt,
Dispraise, or blame; nothing but well and fair,
And what may quiet us in a death so noble.”

  THE END (695)

Here ends the novel: the uncomfortable “binding theory” of a future “ul-
timate unity of mankind” somehow dependent on the Jews journeying 
East is calmed into a seasonal vision of achieved human continuity qui-
etly celebrating the homely nobility of human death.8 The narrator wisely 
leaves the closing lines from Milton (unlike the Wordsworth epigraph) 
unidentified: they fit the scene, and fit the scene within the English region 
— no need to recall that they commemorate an eyeless Israelite fighting 
Philistines in Gaza to the death.

***

8 In a fine essay on Eliot and the Hebrew Renaissance, Mikhal Dekel puzzlingly writes 
that the novel “ends with the birth of a nation” (795), thereby testifying to the powerful sug-
gestiveness of Eliot’s prose. Yet Dekel makes up for this mistake — if that is what it is — by 
characterizing “a nation” as “an entity that by its very definition must erase the fictionality of 
its own beginning for the purposes of its own selfnarration” (ibidem).
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The attentive openness of Daniel Deronda ends in a reflective consen-
sual silence that contains the political agôn over allegiance entertained 
in the novel’s dialogues. The poem from which the narrator chooses the 
closing quotation, Samson Agonistes (ll. 1721–24), haunts that silence.9 
Daniel Deronda’s very last words conjure up but stop short of naming 
Milton’s Hebrew hero who had brought misery on himself by marrying 
outside his tribe, a captive in Gaza “[a]mong inhuman foes” (l. 109) until 
he destroyed the Philistines’ fully packed national Theatre in a suicide 
sacrifice that restored honor and freedom to Israel — a process Milton’s 
text now and forever obscenely remembers as the revival of the phoenix 
through “a holocaust” (l. 1702).10 The veiled reference unsettles the nar-
rator’s quiet conception of transnational human nature by renaming the 
Jewish nation as a fighting force, a notion barely acknowledged in Daniel 
Deronda but squarely embraced by Theophrastus Such in his admira-
tion of Maccabees and Zealots (150, 163).11 In the final chapter of Theo-
phrastus Such, “The Modern Hep! Hep! Hep!,” Deronda’s translation of 
Mordecai’s “binding theory [for] the human race” into the common sense 
of human nature is re-nationalized into the “sense of a common descent 
as a bond of obligation”; “a great feeling that animates the collective 
body as with one soul”; “the living force of sentiment in common which 
makes a national consciousness” (146–47); “that sense of special belong-
ing which is the root of human virtues, both public and private” (156). It 
is this sense that ties back the religion of humanity to the boundaries of 
birth, to whatever it is we are native to — a family, a people, a nation — 
but not, or not yet, a common humanity. Redirecting Deronda’s ventrilo-
quist recollection of religion as an ultimately universally unifying theory 
of binding, Theophrastus puts a stop to the vertiginous abstractions of 

9 Graham Handley notes that Eliot listed these lines in one of her notebooks under the 
heading “Fine declamation” (Eliot 1988: 723). In her recent book on Eliot and “the Jew-
ish Question,” Gertrude Himmelfarb intriguingly identifies the source of the novel’s closing 
quotation, and then quotes it, as the final words of her chapter on Daniel Deronda, as if the 
point this supposedly makes were somehow self-evident: “The final words of the novel . . . 
are neither Ezra’s, nor Deronda’s, not even a Jewish sage’s but a quotation (not identified as 
such) from Milton’s Samson Agonistes” (99). 

10 As John Carey notes, the OED cites Milton’s use of ‘holocaust’ here as “the first use 
of the word with reference to anything but a burnt sacrifice” (Milton 412, footonote). For a 
powerful recent reading of Samson Agonistes after 9/11, see Netzley; see also Grossman. 

11 In Deronda, Mordecai’s is the voice that comes closest to fighting talk, but even he is 
made to translate the struggle into financial transaction, as when the Jewish people preparing 
to restore Israel are credited with “wealth enough to redeem the soil from debauched and 
paupered conquerors” (456).
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theory and binds us back in a bond of feeling for our own. As for the oth-
ers, all they can lay claim to is the right not to be abused: 

A common humanity is not yet enough to feed the rich blood of various 
activity which makes a complete man. The time is not come for cosmo-
politanism to be highly virtuous, any more than for communism to suffice 
for social energy. I am not bound to feel for a Chinaman as I feel for my 
fellow-countryman: I am bound not to demoralise him with opium, not 
to compel him to my will by destroying or plundering the fruits of his 
labor on the alleged ground that he is not cosmopolitan enough, and not 
to insult him for his want of my tailoring and religion when he appears as 
a peaceable visitor on the London pavement. It is admirable in a Briton 
with a good purpose to learn Chinese, but it would not be a proof of fine 
intellect in him to taste Chinese poetry in the original more than he tastes 
the poetry of his own tongue. Affection, intelligence, duty, radiate from a 
centre, and nature has decided that for us English folk that centre can be 
neither China nor Peru. (147)

Nature has bound the English to Britain, and “every other people” has 
the right to “a corresponding attachment to nationality” (147), includ-
ing the Jews. And that does not go without saying, as Theophrastus then 
demonstrates in an extended refutation of the common opinion that sees 
the Jews as “a purely exceptional race” (148). Rather than “exceptional,” 
the Jewish people is exemplary or “superlative” (148): their “national 
education . . . created . . . a feeling of race, a sense of corporate existence, 
unique in its intensity. . . . But not, before the dispersion, unique in es-
sential qualities” (150) — pretty similar, in fact, to the English, with 
which “race” they share “affinities of disposition” (150). Their “disper-
sion and their subsistence as a separate people” is “[m]ore exceptional” 
(151), Theophrastus concedes, but, after some comparative deliberation, 
that separateness, too, returns as a feature they share with the English: 
“we too have our share — perhaps a principal share — in that spirit of 
separateness which has not yet done its work in the education of man-
kind” (160). The only “essential” difference between the Jewish people 
and other peoples, then, appears to be that although they persist in their 
spirit of separateness, nature, for the time being, has not decided on their 
center. In the absence of “a Jewish state planted on the old ground as a 
centre of national feeling” (162–63), they are threatened with unbinding. 
Yet they remain bound:

 There is a sense in which the worthy child of a nation that has brought 
forth illustrious prophets, high and unique among the poets of the world, 
is bound by their visions.
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 Is bound?
 Yes, for the effective bond of human action is feeling, and the worthy 
child of a people owning the triple name of Hebrew, Israelite, and Jew, 
feels his kinship with the glories and the sorrows, the degradation and the 
possible renovation of his national family.
 Will any one teach the nullification of this feeling and call this doctrine 
a philosophy? He will teach a blinding superstition — the superstition that 
a theory of human wellbeing can be constructed in disregard of the influ-
ences which have made us human. (164–65)

Who would teach such a blinding theory nullifying feeling? Possibly a 
sneer at Marx, or a vague recollection of Jesus in one of his more out-
rageous moments (let the dead bury their own dead and all that), the 
question deflects legitimate attention away from Theophrastus’s binding 
theory itself. The question is not whether you are bound to feel for your 
family or, for that matter, for nation as family; it is not a matter of the nul-
lification of domestic feeling but of its authority in the face of the foreign. 
In other words, who or what decides how one is to feel for and relate to 
humans to whom one does not belong but with whom one is inextricably 
implicated? The modern condition exposes us, or, more precisely, them, 
Theophrastus and his fellow-countrygentlemen, to all sorts of such oth-
ers — say, Jews, or the proletarians. What are they bound to feel?

In Daniel Deronda, dialogical openness to the other is maintained 
through a patient exploration of domestic division monitored from the 
implicit perspective of English regionalism as an accommodation of 
human nature. The narrator directs or binds the reader into this vision, 
which unfolds as feeling. Theophrastus, by contrast, speaks with the one 
voice of the national “we.” This does not prevent him from indulging in 
scathingly perceptive riffs of splendid self-sarcasm, but in moments of 
crisis his voice compels him to submit to the restricted economy of feel-
ing that this “we” demands, even to the point of suspending what divides 
him from his fellow-countryfolk with all their aversions. Consider Theo-
phrastus’s case for the restoration of the Jewish nation to its old ground:

If we are to consider the future of the Jews at all, it seems reasonable to 
take as a preliminary question: Are they destined to complete fusion with 
the peoples among whom they are dispersed, losing every remnant of a 
distinctive consciousness as Jews; or, are there in the breadth and intensity 
with which the feeling of separateness, or what we may call the organised 
memory of a national consciousness, actually exists in the world-wide 
Jewish communities — the seven millions scattered from east to west — 
and again, are there in the political relations of the world, the conditions 
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present or approaching for the restoration of a Jewish state planted on the 
old ground as a centre of national feeling, a source of dignifying protec-
tion, a special channel for special energies which may contribute some 
added form of national genius, and an added voice in the councils of the 
world?
 They are among us everywhere. (162–63)

No matter how rhetorically loaded, this reasonable preliminary question 
is not strictly speaking answered in the text: the phrase “They are among 
us everywhere” invites the establishment of an anaphoric relation to the 
antecedent “conditions present or approaching for the restoration of a 
Jewish state,” but it actually opens a new paragraph and refers to the lo-
cal ubiquity of the Jews. In the continuation of the passage, however, this 
ubiquity itself turns out to be at least one of the negative conditions for 
the restoration of a Jewish state in Jerusalem:

They are among us everywhere: it is useless to say we are not fond of 
them. Perhaps we are not fond of proletaries and their tendency to form 
Unions, but the world is not therefore to be rid of them. If we wish to free 
ourselves from the inconveniences that we have to complain of, whether in 
proletaries or in Jews, our best course is to encourage all means of improv-
ing these neighbours who elbow us in a thickening crowd, and of sending 
their incommodious energies into beneficent channels. (163)

The case for restoration “on the old ground” from “our” perspective in 
the back of Theophrastus’s cab is that the Jews are an inconvenience we 
should not so much complain about as do something about. At an earlier 
point, Theophrastus had contemptuously dismissed “the sentence which 
for many polite persons sums up the question of Judaism — ‘I never did 
like the Jews’” (155). Now, at the moment of real politics, that sentiment 
returns as a fact for the national “we” to which Theophrastus belongs. 
It binds him to an answer whose rhetoric of energy management flags 
its sinister affinity with the instrumentalization of the Jews that fed the 
sentiment in the first place.

As Theophrastus caustically records at an earlier stage in his mono-
logue, Jews in the Middle Ages “were regarded and treated very much 
as beasts hunted for the sake of their skins, or of a valuable secretion 
peculiar to their species”; for kings and emperors they were useful sub-
jects “who could gather and yield money” (151); “rich men with bad 
propensities” turned them into “reckless instruments” (153). These “me-
dieval types of thinking” still inform present opinion “that the Jews are 
made viciously cosmopolitan by holding the world’s money-bag, that for 
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them all national interests are resolved into the algebra of loans” (155). 
And now that a Jew leads “the Liberal party in Germany,” “the Republi-
can party in France,” and “the Conservative ministry in England,” Theo-
phrastus continues, “we find the ground for the obvious jealousy which is 
now stimulating the revived expression of old antipathies”: 

“The Jews,” it is felt, “have a dangerous tendency to get the uppermost 
places not only in commerce but in political life. Their monetary hold on 
governments is tending to perpetuate in leading Jews a spirit of universal 
alienism (euphemistically called cosmopolitanism), even where the West 
has given them a full share in civil and political rights. A people with 
oriental sunlight in their blood, yet capable of being everywhere acclima-
tised, they have a force and toughness which enables them to carry off the 
best prizes; and their wealth is likely to put half the seats in Parliament at 
their disposal.” (157)

That is what “is felt,” and Theophrastus feels that “[t]here is truth in 
these views of Jewish social and political relations.”12 Such appear to be 
the “incommodious energies” of the Jews: having evolved from “beasts” 
into “instruments,” they are now morphing into ex-oriental super-aliens 
colonizing the West by stealth. Theophrastus’s solution is simple and 
pragmatic: encourage them to return to where they belong, channel their 
energies back East so they can be rebound to the old ground, remind 
them of the visions of their prophets and restore them as a national family 
to their ancestral home.

Every Jew should be conscious that he is one of a multitude possessing 
common objects of piety in the immortal achievements and immortal sor-
rows of ancestors who have transmitted to them a physical and mental 
type strong enough, eminent enough in faculties, pregnant enough with 
peculiar promise, to constitute a new beneficent individuality among the 
nations, and, by confuting the traditions of scorn, nobly avenge the wrongs 
done to their Fathers. (164)

This call for a rewiring of the Jews into their own tradition is at once a 
confirmation of the insufficient power of “common humanity” (and its 
evil twin advocates cosmopolitanism and communism) to sustain virtu-
ous human sociality, and a reassertion of familial “feeling” as the name 
for “the influences which have made us human” (165). Being human 
is not enough; we must be made human, and if need be, be made to be 

12 It is a sensitive point, this: Mufti argues that “Eliot is forced to concede” it (109), but 
the concession is strictly Theophrastus’s.
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made human again.13 Eliot’s final fiction: the binding theory of the na-
tional family, and a curse on the blinding superstition that would teach 
otherwise.

***

In order to remain human or become such again, the nation is essential, 
for Jew and Gentile alike. Before he turns to the future of the Jews, Theo-
phrastus considers the “national evils brought upon us by the onward 
course of the world,” often only to be answered in “striving after fuller 
national excellence, which must consist in the moulding of more excel-
lent individual natives.”

The tendency of things is towards the quicker or slower fusion of races. 
It is impossible to arrest this tendency: all we can do is to moderate its 
course so as to hinder it from degrading the moral status of societies by a 
too rapid effacement of those national traditions and customs which are 
the language of the national genius — the deep suckers of healthy senti-
ment. Such moderating and guidance of inevitable movement is worthy of 
all effort. And it is in this sense that the modern insistance on the idea of 
Nationalities has value. (160)

The nation is a defensive construct holding the inevitable at bay: it nour-
ishes healthy sentiment to fight off the foreign, as witness the example 
Theophrastus immediately offers:

That any people at once distinct and coherent enough to form a state should 
be held in subjection by an alien antipathetic government has been becom-
ing more and more a ground of sympathetic indignation; and in virtue of 
this, at least one great State has been added to European councils. Nobody 
now complains of the result in this case, though far-sighted persons see 
the need to limit analogy by discrimination. We have to consider who are 
the stifled people and who the stiflers before we can be sure of our ground. 
The only point in this connection on which Englishmen are agreed is, that 
England itself shall not be subject to foreign rule. The fiery resolve to 
resist invasion, though with an improvised array of pitchforks, is felt to be 
virtuous, and to be worthy of a historic people. Why? Because there is a 
national life in our veins. (160)

The only thing Englishmen agree on is that they will not be ruled by for-
eigners. Because they are English. So there. The sanguine stutter of this 

13 My focus here is on Theophrastus’s doctrine of human binding; for a reading question-
ing the humanity of Theophrastus “himself,” see Miller.
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doctrine of national self-determination, spilling over into the celebration 
of “that spirit of separateness which has not yet done its work in the edu-
cation of mankind,” deflects attention from the sudden introduction of the 
notion of state-formation in a discourse that until this point has been satu-
rated with the rhetoric of nation. The word “state,” in the relevant sense 
of nation-state, occurs four times in the essay: once in an earlier passage 
speaking of the Jews’ alleged lack of “real interest in the welfare of the 
community and state with which they are . . . identified” as citizens (154), 
once in the final movement on the future “restoration of a Jewish state 
planted on the old ground as a centre of national feeling” (162–63), and 
twice in the sentence just quoted: as a word for what a sufficiently distinct 
and coherent people can form, and as the capitalized concept realized in 
at least one successful formation. The name of that success story is not 
mentioned. Germany is a likely candidate (retrospective far-sightedness 
suspended), but “at least one” suggests a second. Italy, perhaps. But prob-
ably not Belgium: not just because it is not the first thing that comes to 
mind as a new “great State” in 1879, but mainly because — imagined as 
it was by the British and the Germans and the French to protect them-
selves from themselves — it can hardly be said to have been formed by 
a coherent and distinct people. If anything, composed in unequal parts 
of different and internally divided linguistic and cultural communities, 
proto-communities and crypto-communities, it is an inconvenient monu-
ment to the non-coincidence of nation and state that is worrying much 
of modern political thought  and consequently tends to be hyphenated 
into thin air. All the more remarkable, then, that in the central political 
colloquium in Daniel Deronda Mordecai should advance this fledgling 
kingdom by the sea as a model for the Israel of his imagination:

Then our race shall have an organic centre, a heart and brain to watch and 
guide and execute; the outraged Jew shall have a defense in the court of 
nations, as the outraged Englishman or American. And the world will gain 
as Israel gains. For there will be a community in the van of the East which 
carries the culture and the sympathies of every great nation in its bosom; 
there will be a land set for a halting-place of enmities, a neutral ground for 
the East as Belgium is for the West. Difficulties? I know there are difficul-
ties. But let the spirit of sublime achievement move in the great among our 
people, and the work will begin. (456–57)

The difference between Daniel Deronda and Theophrastus Such can be 
formalized as a friction of spirits: Mordecai’s “spirit of sublime achieve-
ment” modulated by the narrator with the aid of Wordsworth into the 
“spirit” of “human nature,” different from Theophrastus’s “spirit of sep-
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arateness which has not yet done its work in the education of mankind.” 
A friction of spirits rather than a conflict, for Mordecai’s spirit begins 
in the “work” of reclaiming the spirit of separateness into nation, leav-
ing the narrator to project sublime achievement after his death in a fu-
ture general re(li)gion of humanity imagined in English. None of these 
spirits have much time for the technicalities of modern political repre-
sentation, organization, and government that cluster under the rubric of 
the State. The State is to the nation what writing is to voice, and Eliot’s 
writing voice is bound to elide that difference. In Daniel Deronda, a text 
of which it has been written “that without it the state of Israel might not 
exist” (Newton), the word in its relevant sense does not even occur on 
its own — appearing only twice (praise be to Project Gutenberg) in the 
comfortingly anthropomorphic compound embrace of the “statesman,” 
who is no more a “mere politician” than a “creative artist” is a “mere mu-
sician” (206), and whose skills are available to the descendants of Moses 
and Ezra that Mordecai calls on to unite in “a labour which shall be a 
worthy fruit of the long anguish whereby our fathers maintained their 
separateness, refusing the ease of falsehood”: “They have wealth enough 
to redeem the soil from debauched and paupered conquerors; they have 
the skill of the statesman to devise, the tongue of the orator to persuade” 
(456). In this her first and last novel to engage with contemporary poli-
tics on a grand scale, Eliot steers clear of the alien notion of the State as 
an other of the nation that would demand an alternative imagination of 
technologies of representation, and reserves the word “state” primarily to 
indicate a condition in which her characters find themselves or a feeling 
that they experience.14 The State, it reads, is just not an issue — unlike 
the “estate,” which signifies the dubious realization of paternal blood as 
private property and is a critical concern throughout the Gentile plot (will 
Grandcourt’s estate go to Gwendolen, his childless widow, or to his “il-
legitimate” first-born son?), but deliberations over which never give rise 
to engaged reflection on political representation and public formations 
of justice adequate to post-feudal modernity.15 In the Jewish plot, the 

14 Himmelfarb’s contention that “Eliot conceived of [Palestine] as a state, a polity, for 
Jews as a nation” and that Eliot understood Judaism as “the creed of a nation that could 
find its fulfillment only in a polity and a state” (146, 148) merely underscores the inability 
to think of the state as anything other than the nation, an inability limiting Eliot’s, and Him-
melfarb’s, political imagination.

15 As Suzanne Graver notes (228–29), Gwendolen’s acceptance of Grandcourt’s decision 
to leave his estate to his illegitimate son may indicate a measure of “moral regeneration” for 
Gwendolen, but does not alleviate the “persistent atrophy and dissolution” of English society 
in Eliot’s diagnosis.
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urgency of such reflection is embodied in Mordecai, but its actual devel-
opment is powered by an enthusiasm of “sublime achievement” whose 
indifference to the real ramifications of representation and administration 
is signaled in its silence about the State.16

The word “State” itself can be taken as shorthand for a complex of 
challenges to human co-existence characteristic of modernity, understood 
as the uncomfortable accommodation of increasing individual autonomy 
with the need for a consensual transfer of such autonomy through tech-
niques of delegation and representation. It requires an articulation of 
compromised agency whose constitutive abstraction frustrates the desire 
for a familiar imagery as the animating core of community formation. 
Eliot’s fiction harbors an intent to satisfy that desire in ways that register 
its inevitable frustration in fragmented modernity. In the end, however, 
she comes to rest in gentle denial in Deronda, only to lash out again in 
irritation at the modern demands of abstraction in Theophrastus Such. A 
brief detour through Matthew Arnold’s roughly contemporary eccentric 
defense of the State may help indicate how this irritation does indeed 
involve the kind of questions that coalesce around the S-word. 

Some ten years prior to the publication of Daniel Deronda, Arnold 
stated that the English “have not the notion, so familiar on the Continent 
and to antiquity, of the State, — the nation in its collective and corporate 
character, entrusted with stringent powers for the general advantage, and 
controlling individual wills in the name of an interest wider than that of 
individuals” (1993: 83). Arnold’s symptomatically cumbersome circum-
scription hinges on agency and interest: the State is entrusted with power 
by (an) unnamed agent(s) and then redeploys this delegated power in 
the name of an unnamed interest. Not an easy notion to “have” for “the 
nation,” even if we assume that the nation can be taken to have itself as 
an agent in possession of shared notions in the first place — which is 
precisely what cannot be taken for granted. Arnold’s “State” names a 
structure not yet in place: an answerable organization representing the 
community of its members in public by resolving their unreconciled in-
tentions into common interests and realizing those interests by means of 
delegated collective agency aggregated through money and votes. It is a 
drearily unengaging theoretical entity that does not speak to the imagina-
tion, and this is its disabling deficit. How to represent a structure intent 
on molding countless unreconciled intentions into a common purpose 
without taking recourse to routines of recognition that bypass intention 

16 On the “remarkably undefined” nature of Deronda’s mission, see also Markovits 798.
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because they are predicated on blood, birth, belonging? Arnold’s answer 
to this question, which is projected onto the Continent and antiquity, is 
largely a matter of wishful thinking; yet this does not make the question 
any less pertinent or urgent. It remains a defining issue for modernity and 
it continues to haunt the writing of modernity — especially writing that, 
like Eliot’s final fiction, engages with questions of community formation 
at the present time.

Arnold intriguingly failed to engage fully with the mode of discourse 
in which Eliot receives these questions. As one of the preeminent public 
technologies of nineteenth-century modernity, prose fiction, and particu-
larly the novel, should have seemed eminently suited to the representation 
of the condition of “England” as a nation in search of its State. That Arnold 
did recognize a shared concern with Eliot is clear, though it is significant 
that what he singled out in this respect was an abstract interest in abstrac-
tion, as in the following passage he copied into one of his notebooks:

That we can say to ourselves with effect: “There is an order of consider-
ations which I will keep myself continually in mind of, so that they may 
continually be the prompters of certain feelings and actions,” seems to me 
undeniable. G. Eliot. (Arnold 1952: 416)

That this should be, on the available evidence, the only quotation from El-
iot Arnold felt compelled to copy suggests that its relative blandness may 
be the point. The maxim identifies an abstract “order of considerations” 
which, like Arnold’s “interest wider than that of individuals,” is credited 
with the potential to govern sentiment and behavior; and, like Arnold’s 
definitions of the State, it withholds a translation of that abstraction into 
substantial models to live by. In its original context, an 1874 letter to 
Mary Ponsonby that Arnold would have read in Cross’s 1885 Life, Eliot’s 
formula follows the thesis that the “progress of the world” can only come 
about “by the modified action of the individual beings who compose the 
world” (142), offered in response to a crisis of faith in human agency that 
Ponsonby had confessed to her friend. As in Arnold’s conception of the 
State, the crucial point is the implied commitment to a common purpose 
—“the progress of the world,” “human perfection” (Arnold 1993: 110) 
— enabling modification and control of “individual wills” and “certain 
feelings and actions.” But where Arnold the State critic remains dogged-
ly abstract in his pursuit of a language suitable to that common purpose 
as it demands representation at the present time (“as in itself it really is,” 
not by way of a familiar comforting fetish), Eliot the English novelist 
must translate her “order of considerations” into actual fictions. In doing 
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so, she has to recycle models of purposiveness that predate and resist the 
real challenges of modernity. 

Arnold’s quotation elides a part of Eliot’s original sentence and with 
it one repository for such models that held a particular and troubling 
fascination for him:

The progress of the world — which you say can only come at the right 
time — can certainly never come at all save by the modified action of the 
individual beings who compose the world; and that we can say to ourselves 
with effect, “There is an order of considerations which I will keep myself 
continually in mind of, so that they may continually be the prompters of 
certain feelings and actions,” seems to me as undeniable as that we can 
resolve to study the Semitic languages and apply to an Oriental scholar to 
give us daily lessons. (142)

For Eliot, that scholar was Emanuel Deutsch, her tutor in Hebrew and Ju-
daism, who wrote parts of Daniel Deronda (see Temple) and supplied her 
with a powerful rhetoric of community no longer available to Arnold.

***

Both Mordecai and Theophrastus conjure up spirits that preside over a 
project of channeling Jewish money to fund work on the renovation of 
the national family. Both speak their final words in the service of that fa-
milial nationalism. But while Mordecai’s nationalism is gently silenced 
into an elegiac English regionalist universalism unobtrusively recovering 
the family as its coping trope, Theophrastus’s survives as an angry curse 
on its other. The nature of that other remains vague: reading the rant 
leading up to the curse we can infer it involves the “nullification” of feel-
ings of national belonging by “alienism,” the alienating power of money 
and incommodious energies in general — not only of Jews but also of 
“proletaries.” It is a strangely narrow finish to Eliot’s fiction, suggesting 
an inability to process the crisis of the present, “the tendency of things” 
diagnosed as a threat to the economy of sentiment, and turn it into any-
thing like the capacious composure of the earlier works.

Yet Eliot apparently only decided to end on a curse at the proof stage 
of production.17 In the manuscript version, what is now the final essay, 

17 See Nancy Henry’s introduction to her edition (Eliot 1994: xxxiii–xxxiv). Henry inter-
prets Eliot’s editorial decision as a successful recovery of “the moral authority an author can 
have in addressing the urgent social and political issues of the present.” Eliot may well have 
sought such redemption, but Theophrastus can hardly be said to inspire confidence. Or more 
accurately: the confidence he does inspire is not to be trusted.
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“The Modern Hep! Hep! Hep!,” was followed by what is now the pen-
ultimate one, “Shadows of the Coming Race,” which plays around with 
the dystopian fantasy of a supersession of the human race by a race of 
“self-repairing and producing machines” (141).18 The implicit shorthand 
formula connecting both essays is that all things “alienist” in “The Mod-
ern Hep” appear as “machinery” in “Shadows.” An imaginary merging 
of the two texts adumbrates a quick composite fantasy opposing alienist 
machinery to national familial humanity, but the texts themselves disturb 
this vision by producing national familial machines and alienist humans 
— shadows of the post-human machine-nation representing Eliot’s un-
thought idea of the State.

“Shadows of the Coming Race” opens on a recollection of Theo-
phrastus being consoled by his friend Trost at “the sight of the extremely 
unpleasant and disfiguring work by which many of our fellow-creatures 
have to get their bread, with the assurance that ‘all this will soon be done 
by machinery’” that will set free “energy” for “loftier purposes” (137). 
This imaginary solution to the inconvenient existence of the “proletar-
ies” fails to win over Theophrastus, who worries at the disappearance 
of “humbler kinds of work” for those “men and women who are not fit 
for the highest” (136) — his earlier resolution to “send . . . their incom-
modious energies into beneficent channels” (163) is displaced by “a fear-
ful vision of the human race evolving machinery which will by-and-by 
throw itself fatally out of work” (136). The odd anaphoric incongruity 
in “itself” here signals the anxiety over agency the fantasy is about to 
unfold. The first real instrument Theophrastus sees that feeds this fancy 
is “a wondrously delicate machine for testing sovereigns” in the Bank of 
England, which, as it weighs each coin, “finds it wanting or sufficient, 
and dismisses it to right or left with rigorous justice” (136). The pun 
slumbering in “testing sovereigns” is fully released in Theophrastus’s 
later fantasy of “a parliament of machines, in which the manners were 
excellent and the motions infallible in logic,”

one honourable instrument, a remote descendant of the Voltaic family, 
might discharge a powerful current (entirely without animosity) on an 
honourable instrument opposite, of more upstart origin, but belonging to 
the ancient edgetool race which we already at Sheffield see paring thick 

18 The most sustained reading of “Shadows of the Coming Race” I have come across is 
Redfield 167–70. Redfield reads the piece as an allegory of the withering of “Eliotic sympa-
thy . . . under the weight of its own overperformance” (169) but does not short-circuit it with 
the issues of nation and political representation that its position in Impressions raises.
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iron as if it were mellow cheese — by this unerringly directed discharge 
operating on movements corresponding to what we call Estimates, and by 
necessary mechanical consequence on movements corresponding to what 
we call the Funds, which with a vain analogy we sometimes speak of as 
“sensitive.” (139)

“The Modern Hep” entertained the notion of a powerful race of ancient 
origin but affected by alienism to the point of its members’ becoming “in-
struments” (153) and “losing every remnant of a distinctive conscious-
ness” (162), a race exercising its “monetary hold on governments” (157) 
and resolving all “national interests” into “the algebra of loans” (155). 
“Shadows” invents a powerful race of instruments of ancient origin, “free 
from the fussy accompaniment of . . . consciousness” (139), regulating 
governmental financial flows with “infallible logic.” Both disaster scenar-
ios are countered in a scornful recommitment to the center: Theophras-
tus’s friend Trost angrily dismisses his dystopian vision, insisting that 
“our race will and must act as a nervous centre to the utmost development 
of mechanical processes” (139); much as Theophrastus insisted in the 
face of alienism that “[a]ffection, intelligence, duty, radiate from a cen-
tre” (147), that the “organised memory of a national consciousness” (162) 
requires a “centre of national feeling” (163), and that whoever thinks oth-
erwise is teaching “a blinding superstition” (165). Both scenarios stage 
a threat to the human in the shape of unholy and unhomely agency as-
sociated with aberrant developments of science and exile respectively; 
both dismiss the threat as a mad fabrication and reintegrate agency in the 
centre of the human: the race and the nation respectively. But the human 
race confirmed by Trost in “Shadows” as the integrating centre of what-
ever energies human agents prosthetically release is itself the fiction of a 
common humanity represented by the cosmopolitan-communist alienists 
whom in “The Modern Hep” Theophrastus commanded to rebind into 
the national family. In Eliot’s penultimate conception, Trost’s humanist 
techno-optimism implicitly survives Theophrastus’s “absurd” fantasies 
and strikes a chord with Deronda’s “binding theory [for] the human race” 
and its destination in “ultimate unity.” At the close of “Shadows,” Theo-
phrastus argues that his “supposition” about the coming race of machines 
erasing all human consciousness yet “execut[ing] changes as delicate and 
complicated as those of human language and all the intricate web of what 
we call its effects” is “logical,” “well argued from the premises” (142). 
Trost fiercely inquires whose premises those might be — not his — and 
Theophrastus concedes that “Nobody really holds them. They bear the 
same relation to real belief as walking on the head for a show does to 
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running away from an explosion or walking fast to catch the train” (142). 
Until the proof stage, these were Eliot’s final words in fiction, pledging 
allegiance to an unspecified “real belief” in the face of a threat imagined 
in intensely materialist terms but dismissed as “absurd” by a represen-
tative of science committed to the lasting centrality of the human race. 
The threat of alienism represented by the Jews and rhetorically verified 
as radical technocracy in the fantasy of the coming race is contained in 
a formal faith in a future for modern mankind suspended between train 
travel and explosions, the twin tropes of technological incontrovertibil-
ity, but released as one race from bonds of blood. 

In the final form of Impressions, where “The Modern Hep” displaces 
“Shadows” as the last chapter, the human race imagined as one in the 
face of its technological other splits up again and blood bleeds back with 
a vengeance. The technically ridiculous fantasy of infallible discharges 
between the “descendant” of the Volta lineage and the honorable instru-
ment for “the ancient edgetool race” of Sheffield now prefigures the con-
firmation of its truth in the resurgence of the national family: birth, blood 
and belonging should be immaterial to the representational technologies 
of the State whose shadows Theophrastus is beginning to discern, but 
Eliot’s specific imagination of the coming race as still divided in terms of 
family, and indeed race, signs off her fantasy as a grotesque indulgence 
in modernity-denial confirming the recovered common-sense national-
ism of “The Modern Hep.” Any half-thoughts on the “rigorous justice” 
of political representation beyond blood and soil that might still be “fly-
ing about in the air with other germs” are comprehensively dismissed as 
alienating instances of “a blind superstition” that must be prevented from 
interfering with “the effective bond of human action” — a feeling for the 
national family. If Daniel Deronda still entertains an implicit spirit of 
common humanity as a semi-abstract purpose sufficiently compelling to 
silence the noise of nations, Theophrastus Such finally rallies the nation 
round the figure of Samson to defy its blinding foes. 

***

“I am not bound to feel for a Chinaman as I feel for my fellow-country-
man” (147) —in the face of “the tendency of things,” Theophrastus Such 
sentences common humanity to the restrictions of common sense. A bad 
half century onwards a German Jewish scholar exiled in Istanbul tries to 
read things differently and to bind us to an economy of sentiment suf-
ficiently leveled to involve all, including the Chinese:
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In this unprejudiced and exploratory type of representation we cannot but 
see to what an extent — below the surface conflicts — the differences be-
tween men’s ways of life and forms of thought have already lessened. The 
strata of societies and their different ways of life have become inextricably 
mingled. There are no longer even exotic peoples. A century ago (in Méri-
mée for example), Corsicans or Spaniards were still exotic; today the term 
would be quite unsuitable for Pearl Buck’s Chinese peasants. Beneath the 
conflicts, and also through them, an economic and cultural leveling pro-
cess is taking place. It is still a long way to a common life of mankind on 
earth, but the goal begins to be visible. And it is most concretely visible 
now in the unprejudiced, precise, interior and exterior representation of 
the random moment in the lives of different people. (Auerbach 552)

Another bad half century later, an American Palestinian celebrates medi-
tations such as these for their “autumnal but unmistakably authentic 
sense of humanistic mission that is both tragic and hopeful” (Said 20). It 
is a tragic vision that also informs Daniel Deronda, defiantly blind to the 
bloody bondage prefigured in Eliot’s final farce.
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