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From The Natural History of German Life† 

   *    *    *   

   *  *  *  The greatest benefit we owe to the artist, whether painter, poet, or novelist, is the extension 
of our sympathies. Appeals founded on generalizations and statistics require a sympathy ready-made, 
a moral sentiment already in activity; but a picture of human life such as a great artist can give, 
surprises even the trivial and the selfish into that attention to what is apart from themselves, which 
may be called the raw material of moral sentiment. * * *  Art is the nearest thing to life; it is a mode 
of amplifying experience and extending our contact with our fellow men beyond the bounds of our 
personal lot. All the more sacred is the task of the artist when he undertakes to paint the life of the 
People. Falsification here is far more pernicious than in the more artificial aspects of life. It is not so 
very serious that we should have false ideas about evanescent fashions-about the manners and 
conversation of beaux and duchesses; but it is serious that our sympathy with the perennial joys and 
struggles, the toil, the tragedy, and the humour in the life of our more heavily-laden fellow-men, 
should be perverted, and turned towards a false object instead of the true one. 

This perversion is not the less fatal because the misrepresentation which give rise to it has what 
the artist considers a moral end. The thing for mankind to know is, not what are the motives and 
influences which the moralist thinks ought to act on the labourer or the artisan, but what are the 
motives and influences which do act on him. We want to be taught to feel, not for the heroic artisan 
or the sentimental peasant, but for the peasant in all his coarse apathy, and the artisan in all his 
suspicious selfishness. 

   *    *    *   
If we need a true conception of the popular character to guide our sympathies rightly, we need it 

equally to check our theories, and direct us in their application. The tendency created by the splendid 
conquests of modern generalization, to believe that all social questions are merged in economical 
science, and that the relations of men to their neighbours may be settled by algebraic equations,—
the dream that the uncultured classes are prepared for a condition which appeals principally to their 
moral sensibilities,—the aristocratic dilettantism which attempts to restore the "good old times" by a 
sort of idyllic masquerading, and to grow feudal fidelity and veneration as we grow prize turnips, by 
an artificial system of culture,—none of these diverging mistakes can co-exist with a real knowledge 
of the People, with a thorough study of their habits, their ideas, their motives. The landholder, the 
clergyman, the millowner, the mining-agent, have each an opportunity for making precious obser-
vations on different sections of the working-classes, but unfortunately their experience is too often 
not registered at all, or its results are too scattered to be available as a source of information and 
stimulus to the public mind generally. If any man of sufficient moral and intellectual breadth, whose 
observations would not be vitiated by a foregone conclusion, or by a professional point of view, 
would devote himself to studying the natural history of our social classes, especially of the small 
shopkeepers, artisans, and peasantry,—the degree in which they are influenced by local conditions, 
their maxims and habits, the points of view from which they regard their religious teachers, and the 
degree in which they are influenced by religious doctrines, the interaction of the various classes on 
each other, and what are the tendencies in their position towards disintegration or towards 
development,-and if, after all this study, he would give us the result of his observations in a book 
well nourished with specific facts, his work would be a valuable aid to the social and political 
reformer. 

   *    *    *   

                                                 
† Reprinted from The Westminster Review 66 (July 1856): 28-44. In this essay GE argues for a definition of morality 
in terms of human sympathy, and asserts then the necessity of morality in art. 


