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Abstract

This thesis connects the discourses of transatlanticism, erotic communication, women and
agency in the nineteenth century. It examines four modes of communication: mesmerism,
spiritualism, telegraphism and epistolary correspondence, in relation to discourses of female
sexuality and power in Anglo-American literature. The exploration of these modes from a
feminist point of view will help re-evaluate the presence of women within nineteenth-century
transatlantic communication systems and specifically the representation of female voices within
public spaces. The Industrial Revolution and the increase of transportation between Britain and
America enabled the emergence of various forms of psychic and written communication that

constituted a solid background for gender subversion.



Women’s active participation in mesmerism and spiritualism, which prevailed on both sides
of the Atlantic during the 1830s and late 1840s, was a significant cultural subject that opened the
door for unconventional reinterpretations of gender roles within clairvoyant systems of
mediation. The description of women’s performative acts during mesmeric and spiritualist
practices in Nathaniel Hawthorne’s The House of the Seven Gables (1851), Wilkie Collins’s The
Moonstone (1868), Florence Marryat’s There Is No Death (1891) and Elizabeth Stuart Phelps’s
Three Spiritualist Novels (1868; 1883; 1887) subverts the gendering of communication and
discourse as masculine. Bodily acts of mesmerised women such as gazing and female mediums’
acoustic contact with spirits through the sound effects of table-rapping violate the boundaries

between domestic and social spheres and warrant their sexual autonomy.

Moving from supernatural to embodied forms of communication, the thesis explores the place
of Anglo-American women within nineteenth-century written correspondence such as telegrams
and letters, the circulation of which helps acknowledge female desire outside the domestic space
and subverts patriarchal spatial structures. With reference to Henry James’s In the Cage (1898),
Charles Dickens’s Martin Chuzzlewit (1844) and Edgar Allan Poe’s ‘The Purloined Letter’
(1844), the thesis shows how women act as conduits of their sexual desire and become agents of
knowledge exchange via working at telegraph offices or simply writing and posting private
letters. In relation to this, the thesis also considers the association between epistolary
adestination, desire, flames and textual purity in Dickens and Poe’s fictions of fire. The thesis
concludes that women’s interactive presence in nineteenth-century communication systems
continues to influence and develop twentieth- and twenty-first-century media for the

empowerment of feminine sexual expression against opposing patriarchal voices.



| declare that this thesis is my own work, and has not been submitted in substantially the same

form for the award of a higher degree elsewhere
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Introduction

‘Transportation is physical, communication is psychical’:*
Female Sexuality and Modes of Communication in Nineteenth-Century
Transatlantic Literature

Hatred, resentment, esteem, love, courage, mirth, and melancholy; all
these passions | feel more from communication than from my own
natural temper and disposition.

(David Hume, A Treatise of Human Nature, 1740)?

This thesis is a study of the relationship between communication and sexuality in nineteenth-
century transatlantic literature. It explores four main modes of communication — mesmerism,
spiritualism, telegraphism and epistolarity — with particular emphasis on female sexuality. Hume
(1711-1776) asserts the centrality of communication in the exchange of human emotional states.
‘Love’ and ‘passions’, for example, are effectively revealed in the acts of communication that tie
people with feelings and constitute a concrete house of desire. Hume’s observation of the
emotional potential of communication is typified by the technological and social developments
of the Industrial Revolution. The quick advances of the nineteenth century opened the door for
women to interrogate social boundaries and demonstrate sexual liberation through
communicative practices. This change, however, was not restricted to one part of the world; it
covered a larger geographical scope across the Atlantic waters, and presented Britain and
America as two growing nations in conversation. The thesis thus sheds light on the sexual and
discursive exchange of information within a wider context of transatlanticism. Inspired by

psychoanalysis, feminism and deconstructive theories, | add to the extensive field of Anglo-

! Charles Horton Cooley, The Theory of Transportation (Baltimore: American Economics Association, 1894), p. 70.
? David Hume, A Treatise of Human Nature, 3 vols, ed. L. A. Selby-Bigge (Oxford: Clarendon, 1978), 2. 294.



American comparative literary studies a thesis which specifically examines erotic

communication in nineteenth-century transatlantic literature.®

Going further back in time, we see Plato’s (427 BC — 347 BC) link between eroticism and the
rhetoric of communication: Socrates in Plato’s Phaedrus (370 BC) is ‘sick with passion for
hearing speeches’, he boldly tells Phaedrus.* One of these speeches redelivered by Phaedrus —
originally delivered by Lysias, an actor in absentia — is on erotic love, and Socrates’s passion for
Lysias’s knowledge of eroticism comes in close association with lust for the rhetoric of speeches,
communication or the delivery of discourse. Even though Plato’s Phaedrus implies
homosexuality mediated through a powerful discourse of knowledge, it suggests that
transmission itself is the rhetorical concern of the text and the body of Lysias’s desire. Many
centuries later, St. Augustine (354 AD - 430 AD) like his predecessor was fascinated by the
intricacies of linguistic networks and transmission of the sign. His De Magistro (‘“The Teacher’,
389 AD) thoroughly explores linguistic signs, meaning and dialogue. Yet it is in On Greatness of
the Soul (388 AD), I believe, that Augustine presents an intellectual theory of communication
that divides the word into sound and meaning; the former being connected to ears, bodies and
thus desire while the latter to the mind and soul.® The representation of communication as
dialectical between minds and bodies, its intricate structure and internal process are presented

much later in the work of the Elizabethan and Jacobean Francis Bacon (1561-1626), whose

® Throughout the thesis, | will interchangeably be using England, Britain or Anglo- to refer to Britain itself as one
geographical unit, in correspondence with North America as the other geographical unit.

* See ‘Introduction’, in Plato, Phaedrus, trans. Alexander Nehamas and Paul Woodruff (Indianapolis, Indiana:
Hackett Publishing Company, 1995), p. x.

® Gerard Watson, ‘St. Augustine’s Theory of Language’, The Maynooth Review / Revied Mha Nuad, 6: 2 (1982), 4-
20 (p. 13). On the framework of Augustine’s theory on communication, see Peters, pp. 63-74. Peters refers to Paul
A. Soukup’s paper presented at the Speech Communication Association in Chicago, ‘Thinking, Talking, and
Trinitarian Theology: From Augustine to Aquinas on Communication’, in which he argues that Augustine’s belief in
the passive, vessel-like function of the linguistic sign as a unit of communication makes him the originator of the
term ““medium™’, a concept that prevailed in late-Victorian spiritualist séances, p. 69.



theoretical premise of communication focuses on the dissemination of ‘stimuli’ between body
and mind by all means of ‘animal spirits’.® Bacon’s theory represents a seventeenth-century
tendency to immaterialise communication; to make acts of transmission function in harmony
with laws of distance. The seventeenth century witnessed a shift towards the adoption of
psychological communication of bodies at-a-distance, or the method by which far-off separated
bodies correspond to each other through space.” John Locke (1632-1704) also helped transform
the corporeal sense of ‘communication’ into a mental one to imply ‘the sharing of ideas between
people’.® In the eighteenth century, communication thus reached a state of idealism in which
words acted as ““conduits”” or ‘“pipes”’ that clustered in service of communication as the ideal
end of language. ° With the dawn of the nineteenth century, however, the question of
communication reached a critical apogee, especially at a time when mesmerism, spiritualism,
telegraphism and even telephony were at high tide. Modern theoretical and fictional views, on
the other hand, have also emphasised the spectral and veiled/failed structures of communication.
Whilst Jacques Derrida links it to spectrality,’® Franz Kafka, Samuel Beckett, T. S. Eliot show
how communication becomes a blockage of interaction, a breakdown of language sometimes

connected to sexual failure.

On the back of the Industrial Revolution in the nineteenth century, the Age of Invention,

methods of communication developed; it is in this century that *“communication” first took its

® See Lisa Jardine, Francis Bacon: Discovery and the Art of Discourse (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
1974), pp. 88-89.

" Action at a distance’ was the common question of seventeenth-century natural philosophy; see Mary B. Hesse,
Forces and Fields: The Concept of Action at a Distance in the History of Physics (London, New York: Nelson,
1961).

8 John Durham Peters, Speaking into the Air: A History of the Idea of Communication (Chicago, London: The
University of Chicago Press, 1999), p. 80. | am very grateful to Peters for his engaging historical and literary survey
of the idea of communication.

° See Christopher Gauker, “The Lockean Theory of Communication’, No(s, 26: 3 (1992), 303-324 (p. 304).

190n Derrida’s link between communication and spectrality, see Julian Wolfreys, Victorian Hauntings: Spectrality,
Gothic, the Uncanny and Literature (Basingstoke: Palgrave, 2002).



current shape’, argues Peters.™* Mesmerism, which was originally born in 1774 with Franz Anton
Mesmer’s (1734-1815) first mesmeric treatment of the blind young woman Maria-Theresa VVon
Paradise, soon manifested itself in the European and American scientific beliefs that human
bodies can be governed by invisible forms of magnetism. Nineteenth-century British and
American literatures exhibited a fascination with the notion of floating fluids that facilitate the
communication of bodies through natural senses such as gazes or touching. Soon, this mode of
communication became a vehicle for the social interrogation of gender issues, a fictional
prototype drawing on female objectivity fantastically represented in the works of Anglo-
American authors, particularly Wilkie Collins (1824-1889) and Nathaniel Hawthorne (1804-
1864). The advancement of mesmerism in the nineteenth-century on both sides of the Atlantic
helped reshape transatlantic relationships between Britain and America, especially after the
American Revolutionary War (1775-1783) in which American colonies gained independence and
were no longer run by the British authorities. Not long after mesmerism, spiritualism came into
existence as another form of communication hugely based on Mesmer’s and Emanuel
Swedenborg’s (1688-1772) theories of magnetic fluidity. Though it first appeared in America in
1848 at the hands of the sisters Kate and Margaret Fox, it quickly spread across the Atlantic into
Europe. The communication with the dead, as spiritualism simply came to be defined, offered
within transatlantic literary texts another opportunity for ‘gender subversion’.** Whereas the
British novelist and spiritualist Florence Marryat (1833-1899) toured America and attended
spiritualist séances, American female writers such as Elizabeth Stuart Phelps (1844-1911)

presented an outstanding spiritualist fiction that calls for sexual radicalism and social reform.

! peters, p. 37.

12 On various spiritualism-related topics, especially women’s role in séances, see Tatiana Kontou and Sarah
Willburn, eds., The Ashgate Research Companion to Nineteenth-Century Spiritualism and the Occult (Farnham:
Ashgate Publishing Company, 2012).



Both authors and their spiritualist works, which will be examined in the second chapter, were

assets to both Anglo-American developing relationships and gender emancipation.

It was not until the introduction of telegraphism that ‘transatlanticism’ took a different
angle: ** Anglo-American connections became wider with the laying of the first cable that
intended to connect Europe with America. ** The widespread nature of nineteenth-century
communication networks meant the increase of sexual liberation and cultural openness, but also
the danger of miscommunication and interception, a common theme we find in Henry James’s
(1843-1916) In the Cage (1898) and The Ambassadors (1903), which will be tackled in the third
chapter of this thesis. Intercepted communication is a distinct theme in nineteenth-century
literature, and has been a challenge for Victorian writers and modern critics such as Derrida and
Jacques Lacan whose commentary on Edgar Allan Poe’s (1809-1849) ‘The Purloined Letter’
(1844) constitutes a turning point in the theoretical reading of epistolary ‘adestination” or non-
delivery. > The final chapter splits into two mini-chapters; the first dealing with epistles,
women’s sexuality and adestination, the second focuses on textual purity, death by fire and the
annihilation of communication in some of Charles Dickens’s (1812-1870) and Poe’s literary

texts.

This introduction explores communication and sexuality within nineteenth-century

transatlantic literature in three main sections which focus on the key elements of the thesis’s

3 The term “transatlanticism’ has come into common use following the new increasing interest in Anglo-American
historical and literary studies. See, for example, Susan Manning and Andrew Taylor, eds., Transatlantic Literary
Studies: A Reader (Baltimore: The John Hopkins University Press, 2007).

! Richard Menke argues that whilst the project of connecting America and Europe by ‘underwater’ telegraph cables
was processed on paper, the on-land telegraphic communication ‘was already begun’, in Menke, Telegraphic
Realism: Victorian Fiction and Other Information Systems (Stanford, California: Stanford University Press, 2008),
p. L.

15« Adestination’ and “destinerrance’ are two alternative terms used in Derrida’s The Post Card: From Socrates to
Freud and Beyond, trans. Alan Bass (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1987) in connection with ‘the
deconstruction of communication’, see John Protevi, ed., A Dictionary in Continental Philosophy (Edinburgh:
Edinburgh University Press, 2005), p. 8; J. Hillis Miller, ‘Derrida’s Destinerrance’, MLN, 121: 4 (2006), 893-910.



title.*® The introduction filters down to the level of the historical and literary representation of
nineteenth-century Anglo-American ties, the textual manifestation of various sexual modes of
communication in some British literary works set in parallel with their American counterparts
and finally the theoretical framework that is employed throughout the chapters. | shall begin by
looking into the ‘‘Transoceanic’ Relationships: Britain, America and Literary Textual
Exchanges, 1830-1903’, and will lay out a brief history of comparative literature and Anglo-
American physical and literary correspondence from 1830 to 1903. The second section will
throw light on *‘Modes of Sexual Communication in Nineteenth-Century Transatlantic Literary
Writing’, and here | shall survey mesmerism, spiritualism, telegraphism and epistolarity and link
them to female sexuality. | shall also position myself in distinction to previous research within
the field of transatlanticism. Finally, | will consider the methodological/theoretical fabric of the
entire thesis: the section will outline the major theories used throughout the whole thesis and
show awareness of other theoretical contributions on nineteenth-century literature, followed by a

brief introduction to the particular debate of each chapter.

‘Transoceanic’’

1903

Relationships: Britain, America and Literary Textual Exchanges, 1830-

I am still haunted by visions of America, night and day.

(Charles Dickens, Letters, 1841)*

18 Throughout the thesis, | use the term and discourse of sexuality to enable discussion of women’s desire; however,
| sometimes use eroticism to emphasise the physical aspect of sexual contact within the text being analysed.

7 “Transoceanic’ is a modern term that refers to transnational relations and implies the over-crossing of Atlantic
waters. It is employed by some critics such as Véronique Bragard, Transoceanic Dialogues: Coolitude in Caribbean
and Indian Ocean Literatures (Brussels: P.I.E Peter Lang, 2008), p. 27.

18 1n 1841, one year before Dickens embarked on his first journey to America, he wrote these words in a letter to his
friend John Forster; in Charles Dickens, The Letters of Charles Dickens, 12 vols, ed. Madeline House and Graham
Storey (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1969), 2. 380.



My ancestor left England in 1635. | return in 1853. | sometimes feel as if
I myself had been absent these two hundred and eighteen years.

(Nathaniel Hawthorne, English Notebooks, 1854)*°

“‘We are all Atlanticists now’,% states David Armitage in his article on the Atlantic history

and transatlantic relations, the study of which, according to Lawrence Buell, has recently become
‘like boom times’.?* Transatlantic dialogues in the writings of various British and American
writers such as Dickens and Hawthorne reveal a process of cultural and literary transformation
beginning to take shape especially during the mid nineteenth-century, an era characterised by the
increase and ease of travel across the Atlantic waters. Bridget Bennett, a distinguished scholar in
the field of transatlanticism, argues that ‘to think transatlantically involves investigating the
possibilities of travel in the nineteenth century’.? It is through travel writing that the Anglo-
American ‘physical contact’ comes to light. Through the journeying of writers such as
Hawthorne, Herman Melville and Mark Twain — to name but a few — in England, Americans
sought a definition for their own national and literary identities. These writers’ speculations on

‘what it meant to be English’ was, on the other hand, aligned with their English counterparts’

19 Nathaniel Hawthorne, entry of October 9, 1854, in The English Notebooks of Nathaniel Hawthorne, ed. Randall
Stewart (New York: Modern Language Association of America, 1941), p. 92. | am grateful to Benjamin Lease for
this fantastic reference, in Anglo-American Encounters: England and the Rise of American Literature (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1981), p. 110.

% David Armitage, ‘Three Concepts of Atlantic History’, in The British Atlantic World, 1500-1800, ed. David
Armitage and Michael J. Braddick (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2002), pp. 11-31 (p. 11).

21 See Lawrence Buell, ‘Rethinking Anglo-American Literary History’, Clio, 33: 1 (2003), 65-72 (p. 66). The phrase
‘boom times’ is originally taken from Richard Gravil, Romantic Dialogue: Anglo-American Continuities, 1776-1862
(London: Macmillan, 2000), p. xx.

%2 Bridget Bennett, ‘Crossing Over: Spiritualism and the Atlantic Divide’, in Special Relationships: Anglo-American
Affinities and Antagonisms 1854-1936, eds., Janet Beer and Bridget Bennett (Manchester, New York: Manchester
University Press, 2002), pp. 89-110 (p. 92). Other works on transatlantic travel writing include: Wayne Franklin,
Discoverers, Explorers, Settlers: The Diligent Writers of Early America (Chicago: University of Chicago Press,
1979); Chris Rojek and James Urry, eds., Touring Cultures: Transformations of Travel and Theory (London:
Routledge, 1997); Erik S. Schmeller, Perceptions of Race and Nation in English and American Travel Writers,
1833-1914 (New York: Peter Lang, 2004).



speculation on what it meant to be American.”® The two quotations above illustrate Dickens’s
and Hawthorne’s strong propensities for crossing, discovery and spatial or geographical
definition. Whilst the former toured in America twice in 1842 and 1868, the latter worked as the
American consul in Liverpool in 1853 until he retired from this position in 1857. Both writers
left rich notes on their experiences of the other land beyond the sea; Dickens criticised America
in his first visit, calling it ‘rural’, ‘rank’, ‘rough’ and ‘wild’ in American Notes (1842), a book
whose descriptive notes of American life and culture slam the door in the faces of American
readers.?* In Hawthorne’s case, he not only published The English Notebooks but also wrote
‘Our Old Home’ (1863) in which he fantasised about his English heritage and genealogical line.
These works, however, unfold a Hawthornian sense of alienation in the land of English
forefathers: even though Hawthorne called Britain an ‘Old Home’, Henry James argues that
Hawthorne was affected by an ambivalent feeling of outsideness or alienation that also
characterised some of his works,? especially later ones that are set in Europe such as The

Marble Faun (1860).

Transatlanticism entails a process of consistent communication and mutual dialogues.
Referring to Hans Robert Jauss, a German philosopher whose work on reader-response theory
and French literature was held influential in the past few decades, Susan Manning and Andrew
Taylor, whose research on transatlantic literary influence has been a great addition to the field,

emphasise the suggestion that literature should be re-valued on the basis of ““‘dialogue as well as

2 Jennifer Clark, The American Idea of England, 1776-1840: Transatlantic Writing (Burlington, Surrey: Ashgate,
2013), p. 137, 147.

% Dickens, American Notes (1842; London: Penguin, 2000), p. 81. Dickens ‘has no concern about Americans
looking over his shoulders’, argue Robin Peel and Daniel Maudlin ‘Editor’s Introduction’, in Transatlantic Traffic
and (Mis)Translations, eds., Peel and Maudlin (Durham, New Hampshire: University of New Hampshire Press,
2013), pp. xix-1 (p. xxi).

 Henry James, ‘Nathaniel Hawthorne’ (1879), in Henry James: The American Essays, ed. Leon Edel (Princeton,
N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1989), pp. 22-23.



process’”.?® Literatures on both sides of the Atlantic, in other words, should stand in conversation

with each other, and literary texts are thus to be examined comparatively. It is true that

comparative or particularly Anglo-American literature has become an interesting field of study in

the past few years, but the idea of physical and thus literary Atlantic over-crossing was already

under way with the discovery of America by Christopher Columbus in 1492. This discovery was
13,27

the beginning of a long practice of transatlantic “‘transculturation’’;*" the etymology of which is

given by Manning and Taylor:

The Latin transeo, transpire, meaning to go over, cross, pass over, give
rise to Translatio which is not only the root term for translation but has a
long pedigree to indicate a cultural transferring, handing over from one
location to another.”®

Transiting, transmitting, translating or transferring signifies an activity of geographical change
and hence textual exchange. They unfold a meaning of instability, amalgamation and sharing.
The shift in geographical perception of transatlantic terrains came into full recognition towards
the end of the eighteenth century when the term ‘transatlantic’ was admitted into The Oxford
English Dictionary, specifically in 1779.% Later definitions such as Noah Webster’s have simply
focused on the notion of ‘lying or being beyond the Atlantic’;*® hence wherever a person is, the
‘transatlantic’ signifies the other place that lies out of reach. Webster’s definition shows a
growing awareness on both sides of the Atlantic of the implicit need to connect, regardless of the

political tension that overshadowed Anglo-American relations particularly at the end of the

% gysan Manning and Andrew Taylor, ‘Introduction: What Is Transatlantic Literary Studies?’, in Transatlantic
Literary Studies: A Reader, ed. Manning and Taylor (Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University Press, 2007), pp. 1-
17 (p. 7).

7 Ipid., p. 10.

% |bid., p. 9. Emphasis is in original.

# Colleen Glenney Boggs, Transnationalism and American Literature: Literary Translation 1773-1892 (New York,
London: Routledge, 2007), p. 5.

% See Noah Webster, An American Dictionary of the English Language; Exhibiting the Origin, Orthography,
Pronunciation, and Definitions of Words (New York: S. Converse, 1830), p. 850.
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eighteenth century. Armitage also traces the first coinage and uses of ‘transatlantic’ to the
American War of Independence, particularly between 1779 and 1781. Englishmen like Richard
Watson and the historian Charles Henry Arnold were among the first to use it.** With the dawn
of the nineteenth century, communication at all levels was prevalent in the Atlantic area,
bringing with it new political, spatial and literary ways of reading into this movement. Robin
Peel and Daniel Maudlin cite Hawthorne’s use of ‘transatlantic’ in his English Notebooks where
he states that “‘this [English] church answered to my transatlantic fancies of England, better than
anything | have yet seen’”.*” The “transatlantic’ flourished towards the end of the nineteenth and
early twentieth centuries, and while it was used to describe social relationships as in the case of
Dickens’s and Collins’s use of the term ‘transatlantic sisters’ to refer to their American travelling
companions, the Yankee Gal and Mairy Anne,* it soon turned into a metaphor for being shipped
across the Atlantic, or of the ship itself which T. S. Eliot describes as ‘transatlantic’ in his letter
to Virginia Woolf in 1924: ‘I have been boiled in a hell-broth, and on Saturday journeyed to
» 34

Liverpool to place my mother in her transatlantic’,” a word that Eliot uses as a synonym for the

departing ship.

This fluid interaction over the Atlantic waters, which is implied in the constant ‘transatlantic’
correspondence between America and Britain, gave rise to what Paul Giles calls
‘comparativism’.* Armitage defines historical transatlanticism as ‘the history of the Atlantic

world told through comparisons’.®® Scholars benefit from this definition by developing literary

%! Armitage, ‘Three Concepts’, p. 19.

%2 Quoted in Peel and Maudlin, ‘Editor’s Introduction’, p. xix.

% Dickens, Collins, The Lazy Tour of Two Idle Apprentices (Auckland: The Floating Press, 2011), p. 109.

% 7. S. Eliot, “To Virginia Woolf 27 August 1924°, in The Letters of T. S. Eliot, 5 vols, ed. Valerie Eliot and Hugh
Haughton (London: Faber and Faber, 2009), 2. 483-484 (p. 483).

% paul Giles, Transatlantic Insurrections: British Culture and the Formations of American Literature, 1730-1860
(Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2001), p. 191.

% Armitage, ‘Three Concepts’, p. 18.
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comparativism which also results from the frenzy of nationalism that took over most of
nineteenth-century Anglo-American writers. George Eliot, for example, thought that American
literature is characterised by ‘certain defects of taste’.*” Being accused of anti-nationalism, James
on the other hand decided to write a novel ‘as local, as American, as possible, and as full of
Boston: an attempt to show that | can write an American story’.*® The national antagonisms on
both sides of the Atlantic have recently led many critics to renegotiate the position of literary
nationalistic writing. Comparativism has been emphasised as a comprehensive literary approach
that covers a wider range of transatlantic texts. Critics such as Peter Hulme highlight the
necessity of literary pairings and textual annexation, and he uses the term ‘congener’ to mean to
bring together and read ‘transatlantically’ irrespective of the presence of factual or textual
evidence.®® Hulme’s suggestion of literary pairings is feasible, yet exaggerates in its dismissal of
empirical or textual links between Anglo-American writers. These links, | believe, add flavour to

the pleasure of textual reading and criticism.

Hulme’s enquiry is not the first to open up various discussions of the viability of transatlantic
literary comparativism. Critics, in this regard, differ whether to read texts parallelistically or
present them according to regional considerations. Johann Wolfgang von Goethe (1749-1832),
who coined the term Weltliteratur or ‘world literature’ in 1827, argued that comparative
literature is far from idealism as it is confronted by nationalistic desires and the embrace of

individualism. René Wellek and Austin Warren add their voices to Goethe in arguing that terms

¥ George Eliot, ‘Margaret Fuller and Mary Wollstonecraft’, Leader, 6 (1855), 988-989, reprinted in Essays of
George Eliot, ed. Thomas Pinney (New York: Columbia University Press, 1963). Also quoted in Amanda
Claybaugh, The Novel of Purpose: Literature and Social Reform in the Anglo-American World (Ithaca, London:
Cornell University Press, 2007), p. 13.

% James, The Complete Notebooks of Henry James: The Authoritative and Definitive Edition, ed. Leon Edel and
Lyall H. Powers (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1987), pp. 19-20.

% peter Hulme, Colonial Encounters: Europe and the Native Caribbean, 1492-1797 (London: Routledge, 1992), p.
93. See also Manning and Taylor, ‘Introduction’, p. 10.
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such as ‘comparative’ and ‘general’ impose restrictions on the text.*> Whereas Jennifer Clark
believes that mastering literary transatlanticism, which is ‘historically incomplete’, can pose
problems over textual control due to its vastness,* J. H. Elliott asserts that even though
transatlantic literary studies seem ‘stimulating’, it is ‘so difficult both to conceptualise and to
write”.*? This view contradicts other literary orientations addressed by F. O. Matthiessen, Harold
Bloom, Robert Weisbuch and even J. Hillis Miller, all of whom embark on comparative studies
of Anglo-American literary writing. These critics, however, situate American literature in
opposition to its British counterpart, leading transatlantic comparisons thus into a territory of
textual suppression and limitations. Matthiessen problematises the pure purposes of transatlantic
literary studies by offering a fanatical reading of Anglo-American fiction.*® Bloom, likewise,
calls for a comparative reading that keeps American and British genres fairly at odds or
‘rigorously distinct’.** Weisbuch follows in the steps of Matthiessen by mooting a democratic

reading of American writing that both aims at achieving national scholarly independence and

emphasises the American need for literary autonomy.* Both Miller and Bloom employ the

“0 René Wellek and Austin Warren, ‘General, Comparative, and National Literature’, in Transatlantic Literary
Studies: A Reader, pp. 80-82 (p. 81).

“ Clark, p. 7.

%2 J. H. Elliott, ‘Afterward: Atlantic History: A Circumnavigation’, in The British Atlantic World, pp. 233-250 (p.
249).

¥ American writers, as shown by F. O. Matthiessen, are resistant to Old World affiliations and dismissive of literary
heritages that developed on the other side of the Atlantic. Matthiessen, for instance, emphasises the angry overtones
of Melville who replies to Sidney Smith’s ironic historical question: “‘Who reads an American book?’ by stating ‘that
men not very much inferior to Shakespeare are this day being born on the banks of Ohio. And the day will come
when you shall say, Who reads a book by an Englishman that is a modern?’, See Matthiessen, American
Renaissance: Art and Expression in the Age of Emerson and Whitman (New York: Oxford University Press, 1941),
p. 372. Smith’s question is cited in Lease, Anglo-American Encounters, p. 8.

* Quoted in Buell, ‘American Literary Emergence as a Postcolonial Phenomenon’, American Literary History, 4: 3
(1992), 411-442 (p. 412). Bloom’s theory discusses a number of celebrated poets who are able to produce original
work in spite of pressures or anxieties of influence. See Bloom, The Anxiety of Influence: A Theory of Poetry (New
York: Oxford University Press, 1997).

% Claybaugh finds in Weisbuch’s scholarship ‘a tendency to imitate and revise British writings that bears [sic]
witness [...] to the literature’s felt belatedness’, in Claybaugh, ‘Toward a New Transatlanticism: Dickens in the
United States’, Victorian Studies, 48: 3 (2006) 439-460 (p. 442). See also Weisbuch, Atlantic Double-Cross:
American Literature and British Influence in the Age of Emerson (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1986).



13

dissenting terms ‘swerve’ and ‘swerving’ respectively in order to show how American writing
unfollows — in its basic features — dominant paradigms of English, German and Latin
romanticisms.*® These critics have created an engaging study of transatlantic comparisons, but
their scholarship is mostly characterised by the tension of an either-or binarism: if it does not
it,47

express ‘the Americanness of American literature’ as F. R. Leavis calls it must represent the

Britishness of British literature.

In Culture and Imperialism (1993), Edward Said states that modern literary studies should
dispose of national binaries and ‘move beyond insularity and provincialism’.*® Julia Kristeva
similarly calls for nations without nationalism: she supports a ‘transnational or international
position situated at the crossing of boundaries’.*® Taking Said’s and Kristeva’s discourses into
consideration, | will offer a literary reading in which American and British texts cross regional
boundaries and enter wider transatlantic terrains. | will use the comparative or transnational
approach to examine British authors whose works shall be coupled with American ones to
construct the bigger ‘transatlantic’ picture. Through the examination of Anglo-American literary
correspondence, the concept of transatlanticism will be thoroughly perceived, but it is through
the examination of various modes of sexual communication and the Anglo-American female
body that the picture will fully emerge. The literary comparative approach shall reveal how these
modes are similarly or differently treated in America and Britain and their eventual development

into subjects of transatlantic literary correspondence. Such reading problematises two groups of

% Miller sets English and American Romanticisms apart by rewriting the dictum ‘Like Father, unlike son’, in
‘English Romanticism, American Romanticism: What’s the Difference?’, in Transatlantic Literary Studies: A
Reader, pp. 89-97 (p. 92). Bloom, Anxiety, Preface, p. xiii.

“"F. R. Leavis, “The Americanness of American Literature’ (1952), in Anna Karenina and Other Essays (London:
Chatto and Windus, 1973), pp. 138-151.

“8 Edward Said, Culture and Imperialism (New York: Knopf, 1993), p. 43.

* Julia Kristeva, Nations without Nationalism, trans. Leon S. Roudiez (New York: Columbia University Press,
1993), p. 16.



14

transatlantic literary scholarship: the first such as Wellek and Warren’s that calls for a dismissal
of comparativism as imperfect, the other such as Matthiessen’s that positions American literature
as militantly antithetical to its British equivalent. These readings either discredit or misemploy
‘transatlantic’, which is an intriguing term that has opened up multiple possibilities for new
literary re-readings of Anglo-American writing such as spiritualist séances, Atlantic epistolary
and telegraphic communication. The misuse of ‘transatlantic’ could be detrimental to critical
authenticity and progress; transatlanticism should provide critics with a greater opportunity for
textual manoeuvre. The prevalence of transatlanticism in the nineteenth century brings into play
what Kate Flint names ‘oceanic’ language® which results from ‘transatlantic communications
and transport’” and becomes the primary source of ‘intellectual activity’.>* By looking into the
itineraries of British writers in America and American writers in Britain, their textual
correspondence and treatment of literary subjects at the time, one could develop engrossing

studies of transatlantic nature.

Hawthorne’s and Collins’s transatlantic journeys to England and America, respectively,
epitomise the growth of and fascination with transnational studies. More than two centuries after
his ancestors’ departure for America, Hawthorne returned to his country of origin to work as the
American consul in England. His ‘Our Old Home’ and English Notebooks show great
enthusiasm for places such as Warwick and Boston to which the American author made
pilgrimage. Intrigued by the American landscape, life and culture, Wilkie Collins similarly
followed in the steps of other British authors such as Dickens and Thackeray and toured in

America for six months between 1873 and 1874 during which time he was in touch with the

% Kate Flint, “Transatlantic Currents’, American Literary History, 21: 2 (2009), 324-334 (p. 325).
> Beer and Bennett, ‘Introduction’, in Special Relationships, p. 2.
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American reading public.®* Upon leaving America, Collins states: “‘l leave America with
feelings of sincere gratitude and sincere respect’.® In their writings, both Hawthorne and
Collins thus reveal a true sense of homeliness in one another’s countries. There is little or no
evidence that both writers met in either England or America but through the examination of their
literary treatment of mesmerism, which spread through Britain and America during the 1830s,
one could easily conciliate both minds by creating a space for ‘the transatlantic imaginary’, to
borrow Giles’s terminology.>* In their novels, both authors deal with the dark aspect of mesmeric
practices and female sexuality, thus establishing strong links between male mesmerists’ negative
entrancing power and the dangers anchored on the female body. Considering mesmerism as a
mode of erotic communication within a transatlantic context, it is my aim to reread nineteenth-
century mesmeric practice as a form of female empowerment or subjectivity that is grounded in

the use of discourses on the performative female gaze in the works of both writers.

The examination of nineteenth-century erotic forms of communication within the bigger
transatlantic framework is beneficial as it allows for new interpretations of cross-cultural
sexuality. The fluidity of transatlantic waters becomes a metaphor of the fluid nature of sexual
expression in the works of Anglo-American writers. Daniel Hannah suggests that transatlantic
fluidity challenges limitations imposed on sexuality and gender roles. Atlantic ‘routes’ but not

‘roots’, emphasises Paul Gilroy, > generate a constant mobility that blurs ‘the borderlines

%2 See Susan R. Hanes, Wilkie Collins’s American Tour: 1873-4 (London: Pickering and Chatto Publishers, 2008).

3 William M. Clarke, The Secret Life of Wilkie Collins: The Intimate Victorian Life of the Father of the Detective
Story (Gloucestershire: Sutton Publishing Limited, 2004), p. 152.

% Giles, Virtual Americas: Transnational Fictions and Transatlantic Imaginary (Durham: Duke University Press,
2002), p. 1.

** paul Gilroy, The Black Atlantic: Modernity and Double Consciousness (Cambridge: Harvard University Press,
1993), p. 19.
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between genders and sexualities’.*® Feminist readings of women’s movement or what Cheryl J.
Fish terms ““mobile subjectivity”” have fallen behind studies of ‘male writers’.>’ In this thesis, |
wish to fill the gaps by examining the writings of lesser known female authors in a separate
chapter. My approach, however, differs from Beth Lueck, Brigitte Bailey and Lucinda Damon-
Bach’s feminist study by comparatively reading two Anglo-American female authors — Marryat
and Phelps — and their literary use of spiritualist séances and the spirit world as a way to
communicate their desires. Spiritualism, which had supernatural overtones associated with the
miraculous women who discovered it, violated nineteenth-century domestic and social structures.
Marryat and Phelps established a spiritualist discourse within the nineteenth-century literary
institution that changed the traditional perception of passivity in women into powerful
mediumship through the mastery of acoustics. The relationship between spiritualist women,
desire and spectral sound which Marryat implies in There Is No Death (1891) shows how

transatlanticism or over-crossing offers apt grounds for gender subversion.

The impact of the developing transatlantic communication on women and sexual expression
is a subject that pervades James’s fin de siécle fiction. James’s telegraphic literature in which he
employs the rhetoric of love, betrayal, blackmail and sexual adventures prospered in late
nineteenth-century writings such as Anthony Trollope’s story ‘The Telegraph Girl’. Crossing the
Atlantic waters is a pervasive topic in James’s texts such as The Ambassadors, The Sense of the

Past (1917) and “The Jolly Corner’ (1908), but it is by means of telegraphic communication and

% Daniel Hannah, ‘Felicia Hemans, Herman Melville, and the Queer Atlantic’, in Transatlantic Literary Exchanges
1790-1870: Gender, Race, and Nation, eds. Kevin Hutchings and Julia M. Wright (Burlington, VT: Ashgate, 2011),
pp. 61-77 (p. 61).

>" Quoted in Brigitte Bailey, ‘Introduction: Transatlantic Studies and American Women Writers’, in Transatlantic
Women: Nineteenth-Century American Women Writers and Great Britain, eds. Beth L. Lueck, Brigitte Bailey and
Lucinda L. Damon-Bach (Durham, New Hampshire: University of New Hampshire Press, 2012), pp. xiii-3 (p. xiv,
xv). See also Cheryl J. Fish, Black and White Women’s Travel Narratives: Antebellum Explorations (Gainesville:
University Press of Florida, 2004).
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the sexualised language of the cable that James brings Britain and America into full
correspondence. With the laying of the first telegraph cable, which did not succeed until 1865,
communications accelerated between the two nations and the position of transatlantic women
thus changed. The Atlantic waters and the fluid, accelerating nature of cable correspondence
provided nineteenth-century cultures with what Sarah Pearsall calls ‘a multiplicity of voices’.
Pearsall argues that this discursive ‘multiplicity’ weakens the voice of the Church, court or
patriarchy. > Transnational telegraphy allowed for the emergence of multiple powerful

femininities such as James’s telegraphist who subverts social norms in In the Cage.

Letters had circulated between the two sides of the Atlantic since the first journey to America;
however, it is in the nineteenth century that epistolary and telegraphic communication gained
particular significance. The prevalence of print culture and postal communication made possible
the amalgamation of two distant literatures: the works of British writers like Robert Burns and
Walter Scott were printed in America at a time when the works of American writers such as
Washington Irving and James Fenimore Cooper continued to be printed in Britain.®® The
correspondence of Dickens and Poe, following the former’s visits to America, shows not only
Poe’s ambition toward literary fame, but also a heated historical moment in the Anglo-American
‘Paper War’. Benjamin Lease examines the Dickens-Poe relationship and literary influence and

suggests that Poe is fascinated by the ‘haunted and tormented regions of the mind’®* that Dickens

%8 Flint, ‘Transatlantic Currents’, p. 324.

% Sarah M. S Pearsall, ‘Gender’, in The British Atlantic World, 1500-1800, pp. 113-133 (p. 126). Sexuality is freely
expressed in oceanic discourses due to mobility, fluidity or borderlessness. Robert K. Martin, for instance, suggests
that through escaping the nation-state policing on land, Melville openly depicts homoerotic relations in the midst of
the Atlantic, see Martin, ‘Herman Melville and Sexuality’, in The Cambridge Companion to Herman Melville, ed.
Robert S. Levine (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998), pp. 186-202 (p. 200).

% Eve Tavor Bannet and Susan Manning, ‘Introduction: British and American Genres’, in Transatlantic Literary
Studies, 1660-1830, eds. Bannet and Manning (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2012), pp. 1-10 (p. 2).

® Michael Allan, Poe and the British Magazine Tradition (New York: Oxford University Press, 1969), p. 84. Also
quoted in Lease, p. 84.
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psychologically portrays in “The Black Veil’ in Sketches by Boz (1836) and ‘A Madman’s MS.’
in The Pickwick Papers (1836).% The Dickens-Poe literary textual congruity reveals more
curious elements about their representation of the epistle, destination and female desire. Their
treatment of the female epistolary subject is given within a transatlantic context: Poe’s ‘The
Purloined Letter’ (1844) is set in France, which adds another geographical intersection in
transatlanticism, and Dickens’s Martin Chuzzlewit (1844) explores American Eden through the
perspective of the British junior Martin Chuzzlewit. Their literary representations of the female
body also suggest strong associations between women’s sexuality, death by fire and the

annihilation of communication as the fifth chapter in the thesis shows.

This thesis, thus far, negotiates literary voices on both sides of the Atlantic; in bringing
Anglo-American texts together | aim to create a new space within transatlantic studies. | seek to
explore female sexuality and various modes of communication which dominated nineteenth-
century British and American cultures. Some critics such as Pearsall and Brigitte Bailey have
explored nineteenth-century gender issues within the context of transatlanticism. I, however, will
specifically consider female sexuality in relation to prevalent forms of nineteenth-century
communication. Transatlanticism will form what Derrida calls ‘a passé-partout’,®® the bigger
framework or background of the textual analysis of erotic communication in the pairings of
Anglo-American authors. By comparing British and American authors in each chapter — except
for the chapter which discusses James’s work only due to his multinational identification — |

work towards a transatlantic narrative that repositions nineteenth-century women as new

powerful agents of communication.

%2 | _ease, p. 3, 84.
% See Jacques Derrida, Parages (Paris: Galilee, 1986), also quoted in Bannet and Manning, p. 3.
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‘Letters are venerable; and the telephone valiant’:®* Modes of Sexual Communication in

Nineteenth-Century Transatlantic Writing

With the publication of Jacob’s Room (1922), Mrs Dalloway (1925) and To the Lighthouse
(1927), Virginia Woolf opens the door to a modern renegotiation and revolution of the early
twentieth-century world of communication. She reveals a wide realm of instrumental language
that mediates between internal and external worlds; through communication, modern individuals
travel outside their inner psychological spaces and make themselves available to each other. In
all of these novels, Woolf engages with different modes of communication: the aeroplane in Mrs
Dalloway, for example, forms sky-letters that gradually subside into tiny threads of smoke. It is
in Jacob’s Room, however, that Woolf expands communication and introduces a variety of its
instruments which ‘include the writing of letters, the delivery of the post, telephone calls, calling
cards, telegrams, radio’, etc.®® The flurry of multiple vehicles of communication in Woolf’s
modern text points to the preceding nineteenth century when communications on both sides of
the Atlantic were already burgeoning. Take, for example, the reformation of the post in the
transatlantic arena in which the British government’s policies led to the creation of the Uniform
Penny Post in 1840 whilst the same postal system operated in America between 1847 and 1850.
Likewise, the reappearance of mesmerism in both countries during the 1830s, and its subsequent
transformation into spiritualistic practice in 1848 at the hands of the Fox sisters in New York,
brought about fundamental changes in the absolute structure of communication. Both modes
increased a nineteenth-century transatlantic interest in the possibility of transferring the human
voice beyond the physical contours of the bodies of senders and receivers. This interest became

real with the success of linking British and American voices across the ocean through electric

% Quoted in Virginia Woolf, ‘Jacob’s Room’, in The Selected Works of Virginia Woolf (Hertfordshire: Wordsworth
Edition Limited, 2005), pp. 7-125 (p. 68).

% vara S. Neverow, “Virginia Woolf and City Aesthetics’, in The Edinburgh Companion to Virginia Woolf and the
Arts, ed. Maggie Humm (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2010), pp. 88-104 (p. 94).
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cables in 1865. Unremitting attempts at connecting voices in distant communication also resulted
in the invention of telephony by Alexander Graham Bell in 1876. Psychic practice, experiments
and terminology flourished in late nineteenth-century Anglo-American culture, too. According to
OED, telepathy for instance came into use in 1882 when Frederic Myers, a philologist and a
founder of the Society for Psychical Research (SPR), introduced the concept at one of the
Society’s meetings. Telepathy, for Myers, covers all correspondence carried out at a distance
without the use of natural communicating organs. ® These nineteenth-century forms of
communication functioned as the subject matter of later technological developments addressed in

the works of Woolf and others such as Eliot and Beckett.®’

Excluding telephony and telepathy, | shall survey the four modes of communication which
this thesis later tackles in chapters on mesmerism, spiritualism, telegraphism and epistolary
correspondence. | will present them in relation to female sexuality, power relations and gender
dynamics, and thus show how the idea of communication or the simple act of ‘speaking into the
air’, to borrow the title words of John Peters’s book, crowns women as powerful and subversive.
Women’s subversion of nineteenth-century cultural norms transpires in the public power
bestowed on them through the medium of communication. The participation of nineteenth-
century transatlantic women in media production and various communicational activities
problematised the spatialisation of gender; women are no longer represented as passive domestic
figures; they become dominant and influential within public communication. Michel Foucault

argues that the beginning of the nineteenth century put a high price on female sexuality which

% See Nicholas Royle, Telepathy and Literature: Essays on the Reading Mind (Massachusetts, Oxford: Basil
Blackwell, 1991), p. 2.

%7 One of these later developments is the radio, a device which was used in 1959 by the Swedish film producer
Friedrich Jirgenson to record ‘“phantom voices”” using microphones, a radio receiver and tape recorders.
Jurgenson’s recordings simulate the nineteenth-century Anglo-American spiritualist practice of spirit
communication. See David M. Rountree, Paranormal Technology: Understanding the Science of Ghost Hunting
(Bloomington: iUniverse Books, 2010), p. 24.
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was accordingly ‘moved into the home’.®® However, the rapid rise of communication and its
association with desire caused a confusion of gender spaces: Victorian sexual desire, contrary to

Foucault’s initial views, thus moved out of the home, especially towards the end of the century.

The focus on these modes of communication stems from the fact that the thesis aims to cover
a larger historical space that extends from the 1830s when mesmerism became widely practiced
in Britain and America until 1903, the publication date of James’s The Ambassadors. By
including mesmerism and spiritualism instead of telephony and telepathy, for example, | seek to
expand the span of physical and textual interaction on both sides of the Atlantic. However, it is
also important to note that mesmerism and spiritualism evolved as material forms of
communication wherein the human body functions as transmitter, as opposed to the considerably
immaterialised version of correspondence offered by telephony and telepathy in the 1870s and
80s. As this thesis alternates between the material and immaterial, | choose two forms that
explore the psychic, materialised body of communication. Telegraphy, however, offers an
immaterialised example of communication in which electric wires and signals are used to

exchange encoded messages between senders and receivers.

Though already a widespread means of communication, the improvement in the post office
service in the mid-nineteenth century meant that women were given the chance to access the
public sphere more freely. Postal reforms during Queen’s Victoria’s rule (1837-1901) and
Andrew Jackson’s presidency (1829-1837) were well under way, and this adds an interesting
dimension to the study of women and epistolary correspondence. The acts of writing and posting
were a major factor in the increase of literacy among female writers and readers. The nineteenth

century was not only the birth-era of spiritualism, for example, but also the time that registered a

% Michel Foucault, The History of Sexuality, 3 vols, trans. Robert Hurley (London: Allan Lane, 1979), 3. 3.
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unique revolution of various types of communication. It is true that mesmerism, spiritualism,
telegraphy and epistolarity had their origins in previous centuries, but it is in the nineteenth
century that these forms had an impact on men and women of science and literature. The thesis
aims to explore women and communication specifically in the nineteenth century because it is a
period of change, revolution and experimentation, which was not limited to the scientific or

technological but also influenced the social discourses of communication.

Before | begin the survey of the four forms of communication and the sexual politics thereof,
it is important to briefly outline the etymological development of communication and
theoretically show how desire within communication systems prompts and perpetuates women’s
agency. It is through the dissemination of desire and female participation in knowledge exchange
by a means of telegrams, for example, that gender relations become significantly unstable or
subverted. The female telegraphist in James’s In the Cage holds the powerful key of knowledge
of a late nineteenth-century sexual scandal that involves the fall of Mr Everard to the bottom of
the social ladder. In Speaking into the Air, Peters probes the roots and early uses of

communication in the English language:

“communication” is a word with a rich history. From the Latin
communicare, meaning to impart, share, or make common, it entered the
English language in the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries. The key root is
mun- (not uni-), related to such words as “munificent,” “community,”
“meaning,” and Gemeinschaft.®

The early use and modern development of communication point to the evolution of this term to

» 70

imply a “dialogic’™ social process in which ‘individuality is transcended’.”* Communication for

% peters, p. 7.

™ Ipid., p. 7.

™ Briankle G. Chang, Deconstructing Communication: Representation, Subject, and Economics of Exchange
(Minnesota: The University of Minnesota Press, 1996), p. 39.
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Briankle Chang is a semiotic structure that follows the pattern of exchange and community
(Gemeinschaft) interaction. Thus, communication is born out of a linguistic need to describe
mutuality, sharing and participation. Biblically, ‘to be excommunicated is to be purged from the
community’” and hence lose the collective advantage of partaking or sharing, continues Chang. "
Based on these early definitions, Peters offers a bundle of the various senses of communication
that all feed into the idea of impartation and dissemination. In a gradually developing nineteenth-
century context, communication according to Peters referred to ‘connection or linkage’ as is
represented in the mid nineteenth-century works of Anglo-American writers. The use of *““steam
communication™ as a vehicle for transport, Dickens’s involvement in early transatlantic
telegraphic projects, the description of people’s correspondence and movement across the
Atlantic and even the delineation of the interior structure of Hawthorne’s The House of the Seven
Gables (1851) — “the door [...] formed the customary communication between the house and the

garden’ "

— all affirm the nineteenth-century semantics of communicative acts as transference
and circulation. Communication towards the end of the nineteenth century also came to represent
the relationship between the individual’s mental system and the external world. This might
happen at the levels of phono-centricism (speaking), grapho-centricism (writing) or telepathy.
While Leo Lowenthal presents communication as a form of sharing ‘inner experience’ that
focuses on the communicators’ mental properties, Horton Cooley, a late nineteenth-century

American sociologist (1864-1929), and later critics such as Raymond Williams, C. K. Ogden and

I. A. Richards go as far as suggesting a psychological structure of communication that

2 Chang, pp. X-Xi.
" peters, pp. 7-8.
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emphasises an immaterialised ‘sharing of consciousness’, ”* thus avoiding the mediation of

language.

The representation of communication as a psychological construct of exchange has aided a
sexualised reading of it. Referring to the OED, Peters offers another meaning of communication:
‘coitus’. " The description of thought communication between individuals as a passionate
intercourse — whether it is a physical, psychological or emotional form of reaching — has
attracted attention to the erotic nature of communication. The analysis of Socrates’s speech-acts
in Phaedrus, Peters states, shows that he Socrates envisages ‘Eros, not transmission, [... as] the
chief principle of communication’.”® It is, rather, the transmission of Eros either in informal
secretive letters or electronic wires for instance that this thesis explores. The various modes of
communication | will explore later can function as vehicles of desire, but the literary texts
themselves in which these modes are represented also act as channels of sexuality, thus
consolidating the liaison between ‘communication’ literature and eroticism. In his reading of
Georges Bataille’s writings, Denis Hollier affirms that eroticism and the literature of
communication are too congruous to move apart. In literary texts, communication stands as ‘the
principle of inadequacy’: it denotes lack of sexual desire. The communicative act repeats itself in
order to compensate for erotic inadequacy, but only to find itself again in a state of inadequate

mediation. For Bataille, the increasing cataclysm of communication can be seen in ““the theme

™ Leo Lowenthal, ‘Communication and Humanities’, in The Human Dialogue: Perspectives on Communication, ed.
Floyd W. Matson and Ashley Montagu (New York: Free Press, 1967), p. 336; Cooley, The Theory of Transportation
(cited earlier); Raymond Williams, Communications (London: Penguin, 1962), p. 9; C. K. Ogden and I. A. Richards,
The Meaning of Meaning: A Study of the Influence of Language upon Thought and of the Science of Symbolism, 8"
edn (New York: Harcourt, Brace and World, 1952). Martin Heidegger shares with Lowenthal this interior, self-self
and self-other definition of communication. Heidegger, however, believes that ‘communication is never anything
like a transportation of experiences, such as opinions and wishes, from the interior of one subject into the interior of
another’; communication or ‘Being-with’ is already shared in discourse, yet it is ‘unshared as something not
grasped’, Being and Time, trans. John Macquarrie and Edward Robinson (Oxford: Blackwell, 1962), p. 205.

> See Peters, p. 8.

"® Ibid., p. 37.
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of reciprocal repulsion focused on sexual parts” which functions as mediation.”” To offer a

simpler reading, Bataille associates the acts of writing and reading with ‘erotic practice’: "®

writing erotic letters or reading sexually repulsive telegrams summarises the ‘erotic practice’ of

communication-as-mediation. The presence of sexuality within systems of communication has
s 79

not only evoked psychology as ‘the best science for studying communication’,” as argued by

Peters, but also stressed the role of the female body, text and agency within these systems.

By giving a sexualised reading of four substantial modes of nineteenth-century
communication, | aim to reposition women in communication studies and redefine agency based
on gender performance as either acting bodies or speaking texts. Recent studies in the field of
communication recognise the importance of women’s participation and gradual dominance in a
world of wires and networks.® The old binaries imposed on philosophy by Western thought —
‘reason and emotion, public and private, nature and culture, subject and object, and mind and
body’ — have assigned women inferior or marginal statuses. Since the Enlightenment and the
writings of Jean-Jacques Rousseau (1712-1778) which disparaged the equality of education of
men and women, feminist debates have continued to eradicate this oppressive marginalisation of
women. Kathryn Cirksena and Lisa Cuklanz emphasise that the classification of women as
secondary has attracted less attention in cultural studies. The female body for example was

‘often’ perceived as a ‘sexual’ object which is ‘linguistically and symbolically constructed’ to fit

" Denis Hollier, Against Architecture: The Writings of Georges Bataille, trans. Betsy Wing (Massachusetts: The
MIT Press, 1989), p. 67.

8 Ibid., p. 67.

™ peters, p. 14.

8 See for example, Barbara Bate and Anita Taylor, eds., Women Communicating: Studies of Women’s Talk
(Norwood, N.J.: Ablex, 1988); Rosalind Coward, Patriarchal Precedents: Sexuality and Social Relations (London:
Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1983); Donna Allen and Ramona R. Rush, eds., Communications at the Crossroads: The
Gender Gap Connection (Norwood, N.J.: Ablex, 1989); Nancy Wyatt and Sheryl Perlmutter Bowen, eds.,
Transforming Visions: Feminist Critiques in Communication Studies (Cresskill, N.J.: Hampton Press, 1993).
Journals that address the subject of women and communication started earlier with the publication of Women’s
Studies in Communication in 1977 and Women and Language in 1976.
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into the secondary order of patriarchal societies.®! Through the creation of a feminist discourse in
the field of communication, feminist scholars however interrogate power relations and rearrange

traditional forms of language and knowledge. Cirksena and Cuklanz contend that

By focusing on women as significant agents in history, literature, and
communication, feminist scholars in the humanities have discovered that
such work entails a reformulation of traditional notions of knowledge,
truth, value, and significance [... through zooming in] less public forms of
communication such as diaries, letters, and gossip of ordinary women.

The reading of women’s non-traditional modes of communication allows for a restructuring of
the symbolic order in which they are obligatorily inserted. Reading the letters of noncanonical
female authors in the nineteenth century, for example, creates a feminine channel for
communication that counteracts the masculine monopoly of discourse. The deconstruction of

what Kaja Silverman calls ““discursive interiority” (i.e., insertion into a preexisting symbolic
order)’ is one of the fundamental ways to female subjectivity.® By taking into consideration the
female voice and performative body as the subjective other in literary texts, ‘““discursive
interiority”” becomes a discourse of exteriority in which a feminine space of power is created.
This exteriority does not suggest the exclusion of women from the symbolic order, but rather the
formation of a counterbalance to masculine influence. To thus reformulate “traditional notions of
knowledge’ and construct a feminist discourse within communication, one needs to situate the
female text and body, which I carry out throughout my second chapter by looking into the works

of less renowned female spiritualist authors — Marryat and Phelps, at the crux of a psychoanalytic

deconstructive reading of nineteenth-century forms of communication. ‘The text is the

8 Kathryn Cirksena and Lisa Cuklanz, ‘Male Is to Female As ____ Isto ___: A Guided Tour of Five Feminist
Frameworks for Communication Studies’, in Women Making Meaning: New Feminist Directions in Communication,
ed. Lana F. Rakow (Routledge: New York, London, 1992), pp. 18-45 (pp. 20, 34-5).

8 Cirksena and Cuklanz, p. 39.

% Kaja Silverman, The Acoustic Mirror: The Female Voice in Psychoanalysis and Cinema (Bloomington,
Indianapolis: Indiana University Press, 1988), p. 149.
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authority”,®* argues Gary Krug, through which Victorian women were able to push themselves

‘out of the texts defined by patriarchal poetics’, assert Sandra M. Gilbert and Susan Gubar.®
Nineteenth-century women were active in reshaping their social position and defining their place
and authority within textual production, but the issue at hand is how women introduced this
change at the level of transmission. This thesis examines how communicational activities lead to
the liberation of corporeal or verbal expression and textual production. Communication provides
women who seek empowerment “to struggle and defend their rights” with an unconventional free

space through which they question patriarchal hierarchies.®®

The development of mesmerism as an Anglo-American mode of communication influenced
literary thought in the nineteenth century, particularly in the 1830s. Peters refers to some
significant literary figures across the European continent during the nineteenth century such as
the French Guy de Maupassant, Honoré de Balzac, the German E. T. A. Hoffman, the French-
born British George de Maurier and other American writers such as Poe and Hawthorne to show
how mesmerism featured in the very structure of their fiction. In Maupassant’s ‘The Horla’
(1887) and du Maurier’s Trilby (1894), male and female characters are mesmerised and directed

against their will to perform the instructions of their possessors.®” These writers’ interest in

8 Gary Krug, Communication, Technology and Cultural Change (London: SAGE Publications, 2005), p. 29.

® Sandra M. Gilbert and Susan Gubar, The Madwoman in the Attic: The Woman Writer and the Nineteenth-Century
Literary Imagination, 2" edn (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2000), p. 91.
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