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Abstract

This study constitutes an attempt to isolate and elucidate the event of personal relations in the
later writings of Henry James. 1 argue that James’ singularity rests on his treatment of personal
relations in a radical and unfamiliar way. The main goal of this piece is, then, to trace the
workings of personal relations, and to understand the peculiar way in which they figure and unfold
in the later narratives. By reading James through the ethical philosophy of Emmanuel Levinas, I
wish to reconstruct James’ major phase as primarily “ethical.” Levinasian ethics differs from the
branches of moral philosophy in its insistence on the absolute priority and exteriority of the ethical
relation between persons: its disengagement from the realms of psychology and consciousness.
The ethical relation is envisioned as flourishing precisely in the absence of cognition and thought.
Rather than relating to one another as potentially knowable beings, then, persons in James and
Levinas relate to one another as mutually unfathomable others. I maintain that this breaching of
cognition and knowledge essentially characterizes Jamesian sociality. Read through ethics, as
divorced from ideas of consciousness, James’ major phase finds its meaning outside the traditional
reign of James studies, which takes James as the master of complex elaborations on modes of
consciousness. Not consciousness but alterity is James’ defining feature, and it is through the
readings of alterity that the fundamental event of Jamesian sociality emerges as both primary and
unique. “Ethics” thus opens up a new horizon in which the Jamesian is no longer synonymous
with consciousness, a horizon which transforms the understanding, not only of James in

particular, but of literature in general.
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Introduction: Henry James, Emmanuel Levinas, and the Loom of

Alterity’

The social relation itself is not just another relation, one among so many others that can
be produced in being, but it is its ultimate event. (Emmanuel Levinas, Totality and

Infinity 221)

Preliminary

This study constitutes an attempt to isolate and elucidate the event of personal
relations in the later writings of Henry James. I wish to argue that James’ singularity
largely rests on his treatment of personal relations in a fundamental and unfamiliar way.
The main goal of this piece is, then, to trace the workings of personal relations, and to
understand the peculiar way in which they figure and unfold in the later narratives. What
did James “see” in the personal relation which had such a singular impact on his writing,

and which, I shall argue, is largely responsible for James’ permanent notoriety?’

' “Looming,” as a mode indicating vague or semi-presence, is one of James’ favourite
expressions. The “language of the loom” (4S 340) particularly suits the imperceptible but decisive impact
of alterity on the self that encounters it. See Chapter 3 (127n), in which I note James’ use of the loom of
alterity to convey Aunt Maud’s “looming ‘personality’” (WD 73).

? James’ “notoriety” is far from simple. James was and is notorious for being “difficult.” and
almost infuriatingly decorous in matters of physicality. In many ways, recent Jamesian “revivals” have
been motivated by the desire of critics to puncture James’ embarrassingly “comfy” facade. and unearth an
authentic turbulence within. Under the umbrella of “critical theory,” James has been deconstructed,
psychoanalyzed, and post-colonized. James’ writings have been put through the Foucauldian, Marxist,
feminist, commercial, postmodernist, and queer filters, and subjected to a wealth of post-identity or post-
foundationalist theories such as those of Theodore Adorno and Max Horkheimer. For an introductory
survey of the different branches of critical theory and their manner of addressing James, see the
Introduction to John Carlos Rowe’s The Other Henry James (Durham: Duke UP, 1998. I-37). Rowe’s
“Introduction: Henry James and Critical Theory” is, in fact, a catalogue of dubious interpretations of
James. The impact of Theory on James’ reception and standing has in effect been rather small in
comparison with the rigour and wealth of the critiques applied. There is an odd immunity about James’
texts which itself regulates the number and kinds of interpretations the texts welcome and allow.



The strangeness engulfing personal relations in the later narratives seems at odds
with the critical insistence on James’ elaborate psychologism and his unrivaled, at times
overripe, subtlety in rendering the mannered interactions of civilized society. In other
words, the personal encounter appears to rupture rather than comply with the narrative in
which it figures. In The Wings of the Dove, Kate and Densher learn of the strange ability
of the interpersonal relation to override their conscious intentions or tactics and establish
itself as the decisive event. In The Golden Bowl, personal relations riot in a state of moral
and social obliviousness until almost the very end of the novel. The American Scene goes
so far as doing away with conventional “characters” and leaving unpeopled the event of
relation itself. And the Autobiography, as an extended essay on James’ literary vision,
maintains the commitment to the interpersonal relation as the basis of James’ experiential
appreciation of the world and his formalist technique.

Relations are thus at odds with the psychological mastery associated with James’
later narratives. These narratives do not attempt to penetrate relations, demystify them or
reveal why or what for they occur. Instead, relations are carefully outlined, consohidated
and concreted in the text without, however, undergoing explication or being broken down
to their fundamental causes. Relations are not subjected to systematic questioning of any
kind. On the contrary, they are preserved in their essential alterity by the very narratives
which bear them. James’ masterful linguistic intricacies may, then, be construed not as the
expression of a highly analytical mind and roentgen-deep vision, but as the efforts to

sustain the alterity of the relations James is representing, in the very act of their



(conscious) representation. Thus the personal encounter is crystallized in the text while
remaining strangely distinct from it.

Interpersonality is, then, the ghost in James’ splendid machine. Relations inhabit
James’ texts in much the same way as the encounter in 7The Europeans, between the
Continental cousins and their New England relatives, is described. The arrival at the
Wentworths’ American household of Felix and Eugenia is envisaged by James as “[t]he
sudden irruption into the well-ordered consciousness of the Wentworths of an element not
allowed for in its scheme of usual obligations” (71). What does this early description,
written in 1878, foretell about the terms in which James would later imagine the encounter
between the one and the other person?’ The personal encounter for James consists in this
unpredictable and unwarranted explosion of otherness into the unsuspecting, defenseless
self: the “sudden irruption into the well-ordered consciousness” of something foreign and
incalculable. If consciousness stands for everything that is or may be known, all that is or
may be contained in the individual psyche, all that belongs to the safe arena of cognition
and thought, the other enters this personal domain as a radically foreign element, a
surprise invasion which the conscious mind cannot so much as anticipate, and which it

therefore cannot but allow in, precisely because it hasn’t the means by which to shut or

> Ezra Pound’s essay on James takes this irruption to disclose James’ fundamental preoccupation
with the differences between the western races (296, 301). Although Pound beautifully invokes the sense
and scale of James’ literary stature, his specific understanding is misplaced: while acknowledging James’
creations as cosmic and colossal as well as “microcosmic” (301), Pound proceeds to specify the content of
these creations as the art of racial discrimination. Pound therefore takes the “international theme” in its
literal sense as pertaining to the marked differences between nations. Yet, even in the early The
FEuropeans, the “international theme” may be seen as James” attempt to thematize an encounter between
two utterly different elements. In this sense, the international theme does not simply refer to, as Pound
would have it, racial or cultural differences. (“Henry James,” Literary Essays of Ezra Pound. Ed. T. S,
Eliot. London: Faber and Faber, 1954. 295-338).



close itself off from the radical alterity with which it is suddenly flooded.* Not only does

James stage the personal encounter as an encounter between elements (the self and the

* Rowe misunderstands the function of openness in James when he claims that James has been
correctly included in the philosophical canon of American pragmatism:

Henry James adds to the American pragmatist tradition that is often traced from

Emerson to Richard Rorty. James’s literary pragmatism is distinguished by a consistent

openness to ideas--one might say to an understanding of thinking itself as an open

system--that challenge existing habits and behaviors, thereby making something

“happen” in the public sphere. Indeed, nothing so interests James as a disturbance in the

otherwise smooth surface of social life, especially when that society encompasses the

ruling class. (1 emphasis added)
But in James, otherness does not irrupt into the consciousness of the self in the form of an “idea” which
the self can decide to either accept or reject. As something radically unfamiliar, otherness is precisely that
which cannot be theorized or thematized. The relation to otherness does not, then, express the openness to
new ideas. Interpersonality as the primary event in James of the relation to alterity in fact takes James
away from the pragmatist tradition invoked by Rowe. The celebration of Jamesian openness of thought
reflects Rowe’s underlying motivation in the book to make James or show him to be socially and
politically “relevant.” With a hefty dose of theoretical and cultural relativism, Rowe claims to banish an
older, stuffier, and more “archaic” (181) James, and replace him with a new, “postmodern” James who
would allegedly appeal to contemporary readers. Rowe would like this new James to

grant new respect to readers [by relinquishing his status as author], and reduce the myth

of literary authority to the rhetorical features of an ‘author-function.” As I argue in the

final chapter of this book, this Henry James is not only more accessible to contemporary

readers but also far more teachable. (X)
Rowe’s eager characterization of James as a disturber of the social peace through the interpretation of
Jamesian openness as an openness to new ideas, leads him to assume that James’ fiction is socially and
politically subversive. But how is Rowe’s move from the theory to the practice of openness justifiable?
Can James’ fiction simply be endowed with subversive social and political efficacy? By taking the event of
interpersonality as an event which is not an event of thought, I hope to show how such easy shifts between
theory and activism are generally problematic, and particularly unsuitable to James. Moreover, Rowe’s
motivation in “making him [James] more relevant to our contemporary debates” (xiii) is questionable.
Rowe seems untroubled by the professed bias of his readings of James. It is as if James were no longer
marketable (was he ever?) and now requires cutting-edge marketing ploys to make him more appealing.
This is a far cry from the political subversiveness to which Rowe’s book itself aspires. Further, why does
Rowe assume that contemporary readers prefer a repressed and vulnerable James (x) and are sure to be
attracted to that “other Henry James,” practically constructed by Rowe as a saucy teaching-aid, and
referred to puzzlingly as a “decidedly more human and accessible” (x) James? This other Henry James is
an exhaustive all-in-one figure,

in the newer fashion of the writer struggling with changing social attitudes toward

gender, sexuality, class, race, and nation. (182)
It is difficult to imagine how the promise of erotica and revolution, which James’ texts are sure to
disappoint, will sustain new readers through the pages of, say, The Golden Bowl. Rowe also berates
formalist approaches to James (182-185) as out-dated and irrelevant. But as Dorothy J. Hale’s superb
Social Formalism: The Novel in Theory from Henry James to the Present (Stanford: Stanford UP, 1998),
published the same year as Rowe’s book, demonstrates, formalism is probably still the most fruitful and
exciting way of approaching James. Hale’s important book is an occasional co-conspirator here. From
James’ emphatic formalism in the Autobiography (discussed at length in my fourth chapter) to the notion
of “contentless discourse” (Hale 225), Hale’s book is a thought-provoking counterpart to my Levinasian
readings of James.



other) of a mutually foreign nature who irrupt into each other’s lives, he also regards this
encounter as conditional on the absence of a common denominator between the two
relating parts. The relation between the one and the other person, then, serves James as a
model for a relation between the conscious mind and radical alterity. To put it slightly
differently, this mode of relation between the self and what is irreducibly alien to it is
embodied in the interpersonal event. For James, other people are essentially unknowable.
In relating to others, the self cannot reduce their alterity into a familiar cognitive content.
Reading the later works through the notion of interpersonality as a relation bearing the
ultimate mark of alterity disturbs James’ reception as a psychological master. In place of
relations reducible to the tenets of psychology and sociology, the personal relation as a
relation to an irreducible alterity introduces the thought of ethics as the nucleus of James’
late period. What does “ethics” mean, and how is it more specifically worked in this
thesis? In what way does ethics pose a significant alternative to traditional, psychologistic

readings of James?

The Psychological Fallacy

Percy Lubbock’s The Craft of Fiction (1921) remains one of the most insightful
studies, not merely of Jamesian method and form, but also of Jamesian thought and ideas.
Lubbock’s greatest merit in this study is, perhaps, his ability to keep Jamesian complexity
under control by limiting his discussion to the techniques of narrative point of view. As
Dorothy J. Hale observed, Lubbock’s contribution inevitably reaches beyond the

elucidation of technique to the outer regions of the Jamesian vision (Freedman 88-89).



When Lubbock comments of the method in The Ambassadors that in the novel Strether’s
“thought [...] can be made to reveal its own inwardness” (158 emphasis added), he is
making a formal judgment concerning James’ dramatic strategy. Lubbock explains that
Strether’s mind is neither recorded nor chronicled by the author’s omniscient narration (as
in Thackeray), nor represented autobiographically in the first person narration of Strether
himself. Strether’s mind is revealed, as of itself, without either the author’s or the

character’s intervention. Thus,

we watch the thought itself, the hidden thing, as it twists to and fro in his [Strether’s]
brain--watch it without any other aid to understanding but such as its own manner of
bearing may supply. The novelist [...] could of course fell us, if he chose, what lurks
behind this agitated spirit; he could step forward and explain the restless appearance of
the man’s thought. But if he prefers the dramatic way, admittedly the more effective,
there is nothing to prevent him from taking it. The man’s thought, in its turn, can be

made to reveal its own inwardness. (157-158 emphasis added)’

This appraisal of narrative technique nonetheless triggers off a whole range of non-
technical questions: if neither the author nor the character “speaks,” then on behalf of
whom does thought speak? What does it mean for thought, rather than for the author or
the character, to speak for itself? What could the inwardness of thought mean? If thought
possesses its own inwardness, what is its relation to the character in which it is supposedly
contained? How far might one take the dissociation between the inwardness of a character

and the inwardness of thought?

> To differentiate between an author’s italics and my own while quoting, my emphasis shall
appear in bold. When the quoted source is not italicized, any italics used are my own.



Consciousness is psychologically located “inside” individuals as their interior
mental processes. Consciousness is the inwardness of persons. In Lubbock’s deceptively
simple phrasing, however, thought is said to “reveal its own inwardness.” What could this
mean? Instead of speaking about thought as the inwardness of a character, Lubbock refers
to the inwardness of thought itself, thereby altering the way in which thought, as well as
narrative point of view, is conceived. Although this is not Lubbock’s purpose in The Craft
of Fiction, his study implies that in The Ambassadors thought is represented as an
independent force, as if it belonged to no one, and was free to tell itself, of itself. In
Lubbock’s formal analysis, then, thought or consciousness differs considerably from the
psychological depictions of thought as essentially private and subjective.

Not until Sharon Cameron’s Thinking in Henry James (1989) was this crucial
dissociation in James between psychology and consciousness made explicit. Cameron
rendered visible what other James critics merely implied, at times unknowingly. This said,
it is peculiar that Cameron does not list Lubbock as one of her chief predecessors, for in
The Craft of Fiction the initial dissociation between thought and psychology is already
dormant. Cameron argued that late James is characterized by the dissociation between
thought (another word for the almighty Jamesian “consciousness”) and psychology. While
traditional James criticism tirelessly laboured to define and refine a plethora of forms and
functions of Jamesian consciousness, Cameron pointed elsewhere by showing how
“consciousness” may not altogether be the basic building-block of James’ house of fiction.
But Cameron’s argument did not merely challenge the structure or reality of

consciousness in the manner of deconstructive criticism. The latter merely dismisses the



presupposition of a Transcendental Subject as a subject whose consciousness 15
substantive and fixed. Such a reading would have remained mundane and uninspiring.
Cameron’s point was, daringly, that James revises “thought” so profoundly as to virtually
eradicate its hold in the text as a recognizable or workable feature. 7hinking in Henry
James introduced the possibility that the focus in James criticism on the concept of
“consciousness,” whether as a transcendental or as a quasi-transcendental feature, may be
exaggerated, if not erroneous. Thus Cameron marked a turning point beyond which James
criticism needed to find new ways of thinking about and articulating the “Jamesian
phenomenon” outside the domain of psychology.’

A considerable portion of Jamesian scholarship, before and after Cameron, falls
prey to what may be called the psychological fallacy. This fallacy broadly consists in
equating James’ later work with the representations of the activities of consciousness,
when, as Cameron has shown, there is little in James’ representations of consciousness
that resembles thought as psychologized (Cameron 10). The lack of verisimilitude between
“thought™ in James’ novels and thought as it is psychologically conceived complicates
approaching James as a psychological realist.

Questions regarding consciousness fall short of the mark in elucidating James’ late
novels. They moreover tend to pile high irrelevant speculation concerning James’ own
mental disposition, and particularly his sexual identity. Such probings may be

psychologically thorough, but they seem to leave unattended the fundamental mystery of

® 1t is generally acknowledged that James’ oeuvre constitutes a “phenomenon” or a “world” more
than just a body of works. See, for instance, Dorothea Krook’s The Ordeal of Consciousness in Henry
James (Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 1967. 24), and the previously mentioned essay by Pound. Van Wyck
Brooks makes interesting allusions to the planetary in The Pilgrimage of Henry James (New York:
Octagon, 1972). I shall return to Brooks’ remarks in my Conclusion.



James’ late novels, their strangeness or alterity. Psychology may be James’ long shadow,
but it mysteriously fails to touch his work in a meaningful way.

Cynthia Ozick’s “What Henry James Knew” is indicative of the critical tendency to
refer James back to the psychological. Ozick’s title already discloses a preoccupation with
consciousness and cognition, and it sets up the Jamesian premise as one which concerns
competing knowers and the proportion or degree of their knowing. Ultimately for Ozick,
James’ texts know more than their author, which makes them emblematic of Modernism’s
preoccupation with the unconscious. Unlike other Modernists, however, whose work has
been successfully (perhaps regrettably) demystified, Jamesian mystery has been

unimpaired, even enhanced, by time. The great Modernists’

idiosyncrasies may not pall, but neither do they startle. Their pleasures and their stings,
while far from humdrum, nevertheless open out into psychological references that are

largely recognizable. (99)
What is different about James is the persistence in his work of a quality of “strangeness”

in the ripened Henry James, and in him almost alone, the sensation of mysteriousness

does not attenuate; it thickens. (100)

The year 1895 (the year James’ play Guy Domville flopped) marked the thickening
of the Jamesian veil. Yet oddly, having asserted the endurance of mystery in James, Ozick
promptly moves to dispel it by looking behind James’ veil. Behind the Master’s veil, Ozick

finds another master; she finds Freud:
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under the tutelage of Freud, later readers have {...] named, on James’ behalf, a type of

horror he could not or would not have brought to his lips. What was implicit in James

became explicit in Freud. (101) '

Instead of inquiring why James resists psychological illumination where others welcome it,
Ozick commits the psychological fallacy. She “outs” Jamesian mystery by identifying it as
the unspeakable and repressed content of the Freudian unconscious. The allocation of
mystery to the “new found land” of the Freudian unconscious is not only inherently
contradictory (how is the discovery of the unconscious to be reckoned with?), it
complicates Ozick’s own powerful claim of the survival of mystery in James.

The experience of reading late James is a constant reminder of the inadequacy of
the psychological as a model for appreciating the Jamesian drama. The psychological does
nothing to either expel or amplify the play of mystification. Resisting classification, the
mysterious occupies a unique place in James’ work. To put it differently, the function of
mystery in James is not merely alien to the conscious mind (as Ozick and others agree),
but alien to the unconscious mind as well. James does not allow mystery to be dispelled by
subjecting it to psychological necessity; he wants precisely to represent the separation
between mystery and the psychological.

The fact of adultery in The Golden Bowl, for example, has no serious
psychological bearings on the rest of the plot. On the contrary, the adultery is

psychologically inconsequential, since none of the characters seems affected by it in any

7 No two writers or thinkers could be more different than James and Freud. The two make a
fascinating pair, but precisely because they seem to have so little in common. Their resemblance is one of
range: both James’ and Freud’s visions are total. But their total visions move in different orbits, precisely
because they are the self-contained visions of worlds. The dissimilarity between James and Freud ought to
be the starting point for an exchange between them, not, as Ozick suggests, their alleged adaptability.
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psychologically realistic way. Nor is the fact of adultery a “secret knowledge” on whose
discovery or concealment the plot turns. Did Adam Verver “know” about Charlotte’s and
the Prince’s affair? Plausibly he did, but it makes no difference. The kind of questions one
initially asks about the novel stem from the disparity between the act of adultery, and the
manner in which this act is represented. Mystery in The Golden Bowl is directly related to
the novel’s dissociation between what is obviously happening, and its profound lack of
impact on the characters to whom it happens.

The veil of mystery Ozick correctly sees as thickening during James’ major phase
thickens in proportion to mystery’s alien nature. James achieves this thickening effect by
making mystery precisely inexplicable in psychological terms. For this reason James’
fiction continues to exude mystery long after the opening wide of Freud’s Dora’s box. To
engage with mystery in James is, then, to engage with something radically other. The
encounter with alterity does not signal a delving down into the psychic abyss, but, on the
contrary, a soaring outward, out of consciousness, to the realm of alterity.

Ironically, the traditional focus in James studies on psychological critiques of
consciousness seems to spring from James’ very indifference to psychology. James’
unabashed dismissal of psychology backfires again and again, resulting in an overload of
psychological criticism that grapples with the very absence which had urged it in the first
place. One way of coping with the psychological vacuum in James’ texts is to interpret it
(psychoanalytically) as “resistance.” If psychology is visibly absent from James’ fiction,
this is because James resists and represses the psychological. The measure of this absence

i1s exactly the measure of James’ profound unconscious battling with the psychological. To
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retrieve psychology from the depths of repression thus becomes the defining task for
psychological criticism. Both James’ fiction and his historical or biographical self are
thereby subjected to the subversive readings of resistance, “digging up the dirt,” and
interpreting James’ fiction as concealing or covering up unspeakable content.

The problem with such critiques, particularly of the late novels (which, as Ozick’s
case illustrates, are the ones most appealing to the readings of resistance by virtue of their
non-psychological facade), is their neglect of surfaces. Psychological criticism tends to
dismiss the Jamesian narrative surface as ornate complication or distraction, or as mere
“style” to be decoded and cracked. Are such psychological readings of resistance best
suited to the kind of fiction James writes? James in his Autobiography, for example, pays
special attention to the validity and authenticity of surfaces. The place devoted in the book
to simple objects and to “mere” appearances as inherently significant and pleasurable
explicitly opposes the psychological treatment of objects as trivial or symbolic.

What if the absence of psychological depth were to be understood positively,
beyond the negativity of the unconscious, as sign-posting an alternative route into the
heart of the Jamesian terrain? The ethics of the contemporary philosopher Emmanuel
Levinas (1906-1995) surfaces here as what lies beyond the grasp of consciousness, yet as
what has nothing to do with the negative gestures of repression and concealment. The
relation to alterity, says Levinas, is prior to consciousness, hence alien to the domain of

experience as such, “but,” Levinas insists,

this does not make it unconscious or subconscious, and I see no other possibility than to

call it mystery. (Ethics and Infinity 68)
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“Ethics,” defined as the relation to the radical alterity or mystery of persons, provides the

Jamesian with a positive horizon out of consciousness, and beyond psychology.

Out of Consciousness

The present work thus seeks to reread the late writings of Henry James outside the
psychological domain of “consciousness” in the manner I have defined as ethical. As
sketched in the previous section, ideas of consciousness have long been central to James
studies and have determined James’ reception as a psychological writer who specializes in
complex elaborations on modes of consciousness.® By disengaging late James from ideas
of individual consciousness, I wish to gesture towards the ethical event of interpersonality
as James’ fundamental feature in his later fictional and non-fictional writings. Not the
interiority of individuals, but the relation between individuals occupies James of the major
phase. I wish to illustrate, moreover, that James conceives of the interpersonal relation as
an event which categorically exceeds individual consciousness, and hence as an event
which is not accountable in terms of psychological realism.

Two main sources other than the Jamesian text itself have been crucial to the
development and method of my argument. The first is Sharon Cameron’s aforementioned
Thinking in Henry James which challenges the consciousness-centred readings of

traditional James criticism. Cameron argues that in late James “‘consciousness” remains

® The near exclusive focus on consciousness in James also pertains to the interpretation of the
“late style” as pronounced authorial self-consciousness. The opening remarks to Jeremy Tambling’s recent
study of James repeat the assumption that in late James

[e]verything [...] is markedly more self-conscious, and the novels very deliberated, with

all the difficulties associated with Modernism [...]. (2)
(Henry James. New York: St. Martin’s Press, 2000). As I hope to show in the course of this thesis, the
identification of James’ narratives with (characterological, narrational, authorial, or thematic)
consciousness overlooks those narratives’ blatant breaching of psychology and consciousness.
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disengaged from individuals, functioning instead as an impersonal and all-encompassing
force, free-floating in the text without belonging, as it were, to any particular character.
Cameron’s reading is of paramount importance here because it stretches to its limit the
idea of consciousness as a coherent feature of late James. If consciousness is breached
rather than reified in James, how is the Jamesian enterprise to be coherently thought
beyond the field of consciousness?

Levinas’ notion of ethics opens up precisely such a field beyond consciousness.
Levinas regards the relation between the self and the other person as an event which
exceeds the scope and capacities of individual consciousness. ® Levinas’ work, then,
proposes a framework for reconstituting James’ major phase otherwise than
“consciousness” or beyond the psychological field of thought. If Cameron’s study marked
a threshold for James studies to cross, then Levinasian ethics gives a name to what lies
beyond this threshold. I argue, therefore, that Levinasian ethics may in fact be treated as a
continuation and development of Cameron’s ideas concerning the breaching of
consciousness in James. My own project is, in essence, a reformulation of some of
Cameron’s ideas in the context of Levinasian ethics. Backed by Cameron’s observations
concerning James’ motioning away from psychological realism, Levinasian ethics, or the
ethics of radical alterity, add something valuable and new to our understanding of James.

Alongside Cameron, then, Levinas presents the second main theoretical framework for my

® I refrain throughout from capitalizing the word “other.” This is in order to avoid the
designation “Other” which has by now become a cliché and an inaccurate privileging of “otherness,”
making it the kind of metaphysical substantive which it precisely is not. Otherness and alterity are
employed interchangeably and indicate the radical difference signaled by the other person in the encounter
with the self.
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readings of James. By introducing Levinasian ethics into James studies I wish to
reconstitute the “Jamesian” as primarily “ethical.”

“Ethics” is, to be sure, a troublesome term. It resonates all too heavily of the
“moral,” or worse, of the “moralizing,” from both of which my claims about James must at
the outset be sharply distinguished. “Ethics” in Levinas’ thought, and thus also in this
thesis, is independent from moral considerations, considerations which Martha Nussbaum
has defined as answering the question: “how should one live?” (Love s Knowledge 23).
“Ethics” as it is used here does not offer any such reply to this important question. It
otherwise refers to the primacy attributed in James’ late novels, logically, structurally, and
narratively, to the event of personal relations. This event precedes for James the problems
raised by moral philosophy. James’ later work reaches beyond moral questioning to the
primordial event of the attachment between the self and the other person. The distinction
between ethics and morals in both Levinas and James can therefore be articulated in the
following manner: whereas “ethics” refers exclusively to the relation between the one and
the other person as a relation of an “intimate society” (Entre Nous 20) of two, “morality”
presupposes the interaction of not two, but at least three terms. Such an interaction
between three no longer reflects the intimacy of the couple, but introduces concerns of a
communal or social nature into the proximity of the two. The entry of a third term into
what Levinas terms the face-to-face relation of the two awakens the ethical relation into
the consciousness of sociality: suddenly there are not merely two in the world facing one

another directly, but three. ' The intervention of a third term in the exclusivity of self-

'% Levinas conceives of the third term as the third person who intrudes on the self-other relation.
The third is also an other person to whose alterity the self relates. But as soon as the third appears, he
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other relation marks the passing into consciousness of the event of interpersonality. Not
only, then, is social consciousness absent from the ethical relation, it is at odds with it. For
socio-moral considerations necessarily disrupt the absolute intimacy of two which the
ethical relation denotes.

To understand the kind of intimacy the thought of the ethical relation commands in
James and Levinas, one may try the following riddle: how many participants are there in a
conversation between two? Levinas’ answer would have been “three.” These are the two
conversing parties, and the object of their talk: a total of three participating terms. Any
conscious interaction between two people (as a communication, commerce, or exchange
of any kind in which two people acknowledge or otherwise perceive one another)
necessarily involves the participation of a third term. Consciousness, Husserl famously
taught, 1s intentional: consciousness is always a consciousness of something. Thus to
interact in reality always involves an object of consciousness. Being conscious is already
enjoying the mediation of something we are conscious about. Even if the two parties are
not speaking aloud, their mere mutual presence to one another presupposes the
consciousness of a third term. To get to the face-to-face, the relation with which
Levinasian ethics is concerned, is essentially to imagine what it would be like to meet the
other without the mediation of a third term. It is to ask what it would mean for the self

and the other to meet outside intentional consciousness. The entirety of Levinas’ ethical

shatters the dual intimacy between myself and my neighbour. I do not exist solely with my neighbouring
other, but with a multiplicity of neighbouring others.

Can that responsibility toward the other who faces me, that response to the face of my

fellow man ignore that third party who is also my neighbour? Does he not also concern

me? (Entre Nous 202)
Such questions already correspond to Nussbaum’s definition of morality as finally demanding “how
should one live?”; these are questions of a social or communal nature.
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thought may be deduced from this small exercise of imagining meeting the other outside
all content and context: out of consciousness.

An encounter which does not entail a third term would, then, have to be thought as
an encounter outside consciousness, since consciousness is always a consciousness of
something. This would be a pure encounter, an encounter which has no object, no
concept, no purpose, and no content. Like Levinas, James may be said to imagine this
pure encounter between persons which does not involve the participation of a third term.
Jamesian interpersonality is thought in this fashion, as a meeting between people which has
no object outside the event of relation itself. It is as if James first saw, then built his
narratives around this bare relation, without, however, subjugating it to the mediation, the
content or context of additional terms, and without this relation awakening into
consciousness and becoming a relation about something.

This is a somewhat convoluted way of saying that the interpersonal relation does
not merely offer James an obvious vehicle for representing a variety of issues, but is itself
the rudimentary particle of the Jamesian universe. Watered down to its bare essentials
James’ text does not reveal the lonely pulsation of a mind in action, but the ethical relation
between persons as an indestructible relation. Individual consciousness does not appear in
isolation as the solitary feat of an unrelated subject, but is always secondary to the
complex multiplicity of interpersonality. “Relation,” that ubiquitous Jamesian term, is thus
to be understood not in any psychological context, but ethically, as indicating the
fundamental and unconditional bond between persons. This relation between the self and

the other is the very first event whence all subsequent events of the plot derive. So that
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relationships are not explored for their psychological or epistemological content, but for
their combinatory potential, “bringing people together who would be at least more
correctly separate; keeping people separate who would be at least more correctly
together” (The Art of the Novel 143). James presupposes, then, an intimate and
irrevocable tie between persons, and he sets out to exhaust the literary possibilities
inherent in it. The interpersonal imperative is the primary Jamesian event.

My sense of the major phase’s unprecedented literary achievement lies in James’
rendering in terms of consciousness of that which evades and escapes consciousness: the
ethical relation to alterity as the relation between persons. What Cameron brilliantly
recognized as James’ repudiation of psychology is thus encapsulated in what Levinas
named the ethical event of interpersonality, an event belying the thought and language of

CONSCIOUSNESS.

Writing Alterity

I have explained that James and Levinas regard interpersonality as a relation which
is extraneous to consciousness. In the interpersonal encounter the self is confronted by the
other as something unthinkable. The other person differs categorically from regular objects
which are available to the self by means of ordinary perception. Wholly unlike the ordinary
relation to objects, the relation to the other represents an event of extra-ordinary

proportions.'' Levinas does not fictionalize this personal encounter, but like James,

"' One may begin to philosophize here about the origins of Jamesian formalism. Hale sees this
formalism as a starting point for reading James. Yet as I suggest throughout this piece, the relation to the
thinkable exteriority of ordinary “things” is dependent on, or passes through, the unthinkable alterity of
persons. My readings of the objectification of persons in The Golden Bowl, and of the relation to worldly
objects in the Autobiography, imply that the relation to the radical alterity of persons is itself the condition
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Levinas too is fascinated by the relation between persons as something unprecedented,
something extraordinary and paramount. Levinas seemed to acknowledge philosophically
what James was inscribing fictionally: the mystery, perversity, and anarchy of human
relations as an event quite “out of this world,” passing through the realms of rationality
and discourse while remaining starkly separate from both.

Even before the thought qf participation in the daily life of consciousness--of
experience, communication, and commerce--the other person signals a failure of cognition.
Levinas compares this failure of the self to comprehend the essential otherness of persons
to the cognitive failure of the self to cognize about or experience its own death. Death 1s
not an event one can properly know, because in death cognition itself is eliminated. The
radical unknowability of death is, therefore, akin to the unknowability of other people:
neither death nor the other may be approached as an ordinary object which my
consciousness can master. But whereas death destroys the self to which, in the event, it
“relates,” the relation to the other leaves the self intact, while at the same time escaping
cognition.

The encounter with the other, then, is a unique event in which consciousness is
transcended, but not killed. It 1s, literally for consciousness, an “outstanding” encounter in
which the “T” breaks away from the world and safely returns to it. The encounter with
objects in the world is an encounter which occurs in and as consciousness. It is an
encounter with something other to myself, but which the self can nonetheless master and

comprehend. This comprehension is the very fact of cognition. The world is, then, a finite

of thought and cognition. The relation to the external world may, then, be thought through the ethicat
relation which breaks with, or exceeds the world. Hale’s notion of James’ “appreciation of alterity”
(Freedman 82) in relation to objects is, then, conditional on the relation to the alterity of persons.
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field of consciousness in which the mind grasps external objects and incorporates them
into its own inwardness. Thus consciousness implies the solitude of thought, since in
consciousness the subject ultimately returns to him or herself. Even in the wondrous act of
thought in which the mind reaches out to the world and perceives what is not itself,
existents remain “cooped up” in their own existence, their own identity. As opposed to
this solitary and enclosed relation to objects in consciousness, the relation to alterity
introduces something infinite and non-identical into the very finitude and identity of
thought. Facing the radical alterity of the other momentarily shatters the solitude and
sameness of being. The encounter with alterity of the other person frees the “I” from itself
and allows it to enter into a relation with something other, not simply as other as the
ordinary objects encountered in the world, but something so radically other that thought
cannot contain it. Meeting the other is the cue for an openness beyond the closed-circuit
of thought; it is possible to give this openness the name of love, though both James and
Levinas fittingly resist it.'*

The failure of cognition in the open encounter with the other is the very condition
of Jamesian sociality. When Susan Stringham tells Milly Theale to “Risk everything!” she
expresses this openness to others beyond the safeguards of knowledge, status, or
intention. The Jamesian drama does not simply revolve around the safe sociable
adventures of the privileged few. This is the drama of the naked milieu, a drama of
exposure and openness before the security of knowledge and privilege have taken hold.

Jamesian sociality represents the risky relation between those who cannot understand,

' “I myself don’t use it much, the word love,” says Levinas in the essay “Philosophy, Justice, and

Love”, “it is a worn-out and ambiguous word” (Entre Nous 108). “Love” is rarely deployed in James.
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dominate, or possess one another, but who are committed to one another unconditionally
and without end.

Yet, if by this account of a cognitive failure the personal encounter risks figuring
as a purely negative event, discernible solely by what it is not, Levinas wants finally to
approach it positively and beyond negation. The body of Levinas’ work can thus be
thought as an effort to present the event of personal relations positively as if on its own
terms, to carefully make its invisibility visible in a manner which would least betray its
mercurial nature. To achieve this positive account of the relation to alterity, Levinas uses a
number of names, “‘ethics” among them, which render the relation affirmatively while
maintaining that it is effectuated outside consciousness."’ James too achieves a positive
depiction of the ethical relation. He does so precisely by weaving ethics into his narratives,
by staging and telling this relation as if it were an action or a theme. But ethics nonetheless
indicates something radically foreign to both drama and narrative. To think of James’
writings as the writing of alterity may seem like a contradiction in terms, but the history of
James’ reception, encapsulated in Ozick’s comment on the persistence of mystery in
James, suggests that alterity is successfully harboured by James’ texts, against all odds,
even in the course of the illuminating and conscious act of representation. I now turn to
the individual chapters of this thesis to trace more closely the way ethics is pursued in each

of James’ later works.

"> Additional formulations used by Levinas to designate the ethical relation include
“responsibility” and “transcendence,” and the phrases “one-for-the-other” and “face to face.” “Alterity”
functions differently from those in that it is the so-called “quality” of the other person. Alterity indicates
the other’s essential unknowability. In the ethical relation, the self does not relate to something known
about the other, but paradoxically, to the other’s alterity or unknowability. Because the other is
“characterized” by alterity--his otherness and unknowability--the self cannot relate to the other in
consclousness.
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Survey of Chapters

Each chapter in the thesis addresses a particular aspect of interpersonality as it is
manifested in one late text by James. While each chapter individually explores a different
theme, there is also an overall continuity between the chapters (where relevant and
interesting, I note the cross-over between chapters). By virtue of its immediate setting and
plot, each book necessarily offers a slightly different version of the ethical event. It is
important to recognize, however, that the basic event of relation--its status as primary and
its fundamental alterity--is in each case unchanged. The separateness of the ethical from
the “circumstantial” pressures of plot is a significant effect of the Jamesian text; so that
while differing from one another dramatically and thematically, the texts nonetheless
encourage the emergence of a consistent sense of “Jamesian sociality.”

Levinas on his part also approaches the ethical relation from a variety of
perspectives. I have tried throughout to match the fictional and philosophical contexts by
adhering to what James’ texts themselves invite. The compatibility between the different
fictional and philosophical contexts, as well as between all five works by James’ should
become increasingly palpable in the course of the thesis. Accordingly, the final chapter on
James’ Autobiography draws together the various aspects of interpersonality as discussed
in the earlier chapters in an attempt to catch sight of James’ broader literary vision. I begin
with the idea of time in The Wings of the Dove and address the interlacing in the novel of
time, death, and sociality (Chapter 1). The transition from an unruly ethics of
interpersonality to a system of social justice is the subject of my reading of The Golden

Bowl (Chapter 2). James’ impersonal vision, his motioning away from the psychological
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category of the “individual” towards the impersonal notion of “singularity” underlies the
perusal of The American Scene (Chapter 3). Finally, I use the parameters of “economy”
and “panorama” to unravel the peculiar literary vision in Henry James: Autobiography
(Chapter 4).

Chapter 1, “The Religion of Foreign Things. Time, Death and Sociality in The
Wings of the Dove”,'* sets out to illustrate the novel’s redemptive time-scheme. I argue
that Wings undermines the conventional conception of time as linear and continuous by
introducing a different notion of time. This “other” time is conceived as a radical
discontinuity of instants, so that each new moment signals a pure future and a release from
the burdens of the past. Under the sign of this new and benevolent time, Milly achieves the
future she so badly needs. She is neither cured nor saved, but discovers, in the midst of
mortality and death, the time to live.

The scene which introduces and enacts this radical notion of time is the meeting
between Milly and her doctor Sir Luke Strett. I focus on this particular scene as the key to
the novel’s temporal logic. Dr. Strett’s relation to Milly is literally “unprofessional” and
“useless”: he makes no use of his reputed medical expertise and fails to disclose to Milly
any details concerning her physical condition. But if Sir Luke fails as a physician, what is
his role in the novel? I argue that Sir Luke, precisely by withholding knowledge and
information, becomes the other person whose relation to Milly grants her the gift of time.
Coming into contact with the doctor’s alterity (he offers Milly nothing she can later

coherently convey to Kate Croy) is described in the passage as Milly’s acquiring a “new

' The part of my title “the religion of foreign things” (WD 115) looks back to F. O.
Matthiessen’s chapter “The Religion of Consciousness” in Henry James: The Major Phase (London:
Oxford UP, 1946. 131-151). My aim is to challenge the common tie between James and consciousness.
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resource altogether” and an “absolute possession” (WD 203). This utter newness which
escapes definition and thematization is the gift of a future. Once in possession of a new
moment, Milly is prepared to “live.” In Milly’s relation to her doctor, then, the novel’s
themes of time, death, and sociality operate interdependently. Not the familiarity of what is
knowable, but the ultimate foreignness of others determines life and death in The Wings of
the Dove.

The relationship between Milly and Sir Luke is paradigmatic of the type of
sociality practiced in The Wings of the Dove as a whole. Milly’s relation with Kate and
Densher is another instance in which knowledge is repudiated in favour of alterity.
Sociality as the brush with alterity is precisely the way in which time as a radical
discontinuity is made possible. Milly gains time precisely by entering into “hazardous”
relations with (unknowable) others. It is this riskiness of one’s relation to the other person
which also holds the promise of transformation and deliverance: not eternal life, but the
will to live arising within the finitude of death. Kate’s final words, “we shall never be again
as we were!” (WD 509) are not, as sometimes understood, the tragic outcome of the
lovers’ treacherous plan. The end of the novel asserts on the contrary a total break with
Kate’s and Densher’s guilty past in the sudden presence of a new sense of time. At the end
of the novel, through Milly’s alterity in death, Kate and Densher too receive the gift of
time.

Chapter 2, “Miracles of Arrangement. Structures of Multiplicity and the Birth of
Justice in The Golden Bow[”, explores the “fuzzy logic” governing the confused relations

between the novel’s four main characters and the subsequent resolution of this confusion
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115

through the separation which occurs at the end of the novel.” The initial state of multiple

simultaneous attachments between characters which takes place regardless of the
characters’ official social and sexual roles, does not, I claim, constitute a transgression
from established social and sexual norms. The novel is initially governed by such a logic of
multiple and indiscriminate attachments in a state which I call “polygamy.” The reading of
polygamy challenges the traditional view of The Golden Bowl as a novel about “adultery”
(Amerigo’s relationship with Charlotte), “incest” (Maggie’s relationship with Adam), and
the restoring of the marriages (James’ social conformity).

The readings of “adultery” and “incest” do not adequately describe the novel’s
unfolding drama. The polygamous structure of relations in fact renders these “deviant”
models unintelligible, since both adultery and incest rely on an established sense of
monogamy and on the institution of the family for their meaning. I show that polygamy in
The Golden Bowl in fact precedes such a monogamous logic, since both monogamy and
the family emerge at the very end of the novel and are themselves the products of the
polygamy which preceded them. Once the primacy of polygamy has been demonstrated in
the text, the notions of adultery and incest cease to function coherently in explaining the
characters’ final separation. The intricate set-up of relations in Book I (indicated by
Adam’s radical image of the “selfish mass”) reflects an anarchic state of intimate
attachments which positively constitutes the basis for the social order which is achieved at
the end of Book II. The ideas of marriage (monogamy) and the family come into being at

the very end of the novel, and can only do so on the basis of the polygamous relations

"> A shorter version of this chapter was published in the Henry James Review Spring 21.2
(2000): 115-132.
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which preceded them. The emergence in Book II of the institutions of marriage and the
family out of the polygamous premise in Book I, I call the birth of the order of justice. Far
from enforcing or reaffirming late-Victorian values of social propriety, then, The Golden
Bowl unearths the precisely improper conditions of social order as such.

Chapter 3, “Missing Persons: (Im)personality and the Social Relation in 7he
American Scene”, addresses the problem of the absence of persons in 7The American
Scene. How can the ethical relation still be said to occupy James in a book without
people? Can the interpersonal relation take place in the absence of persons? In an attempt
to sustain a continuity between The American Scene and James’ explicitly “social novels”
(The Ambassadors, The Wings of the Dove, and The Golden Bowl), 1 look at the ways in
which James relates to the scene as “personal.” Throughout The American Scene, the
inanimate landscape assumes a variety of personal forms: the voice of the air, the haunting
of ghosts, the idea of history as a relation to particular persons. James also depersonalizes
the few “real” people he meets, treating them as distinct features of the scene itself, and
investing the scene with their personality. James bestows on simple objects the alterity
which he elsewhere attributes to persons. Conversely, the few actual people James meets
on his travels are not treated (psychologically or realistically) as individuals, but
(impersonally) as singular components of the scene. Therefore, the absence of persons in
The American Scene does not signal James’ motioning away from the ethical relation, but
is the epitome of an impersonal mode of relations which takes persons outside the context

of individual psychology. Through this double motion--the personalization of the scene
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and the depersonalization of persons--James retains the priority of the interpersonal
relation in the absence of “characters.”

This impersonal mode of relation, I argue, operates at the very heart of James’
explicitly social novels, most notably in The Ambassadors. James’ depersonalization of
persons in The American Scene coincides with Strether’s depersonalization of the people
he meets in Paris. Strether’s relationship with Maria Gostrey exemplifies this impersonal
mode of relation. Resisting a romantic and highly personal attachment with Miss Gostrey,
Strether chooses to render her another one of his “wonderful impressions” (4dmbassadors
512). Like James in The American Scene, so Strether in The Ambassadors converts
individual persons into singular impressions. The American Scene is, in this sense, but a
radical reworking of the type of relation already present in The Ambassadors. For The
American Scene does away with the last traces of individuated and realistically conceived
subjects in an attempt to show the ethical relation in its most acute and unadulterated
form. In his search for increasingly refined ways of rendering the event of relation, James
finally does away with all the superfluities of psychological realism: “relations” now
appear stripped of the “excess baggage” of character and plot.

Chapter 4, “Economies and Panorama in Henry James: Autobiography”, examines
the anatomy of James’ literary vision. How does the Jamesian economy of vision operate?
What are its matenials and how are they worked? The Autobiography introduces many of
James’ familiar themes: the undermining of death and the impersonal relation to ghosts,
the relation to others as a relation to alterity, and the relation to material objects. James

combines all these in an intricate scheme which belies the conventionally autobiographical.
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In this chapter I dwell on several of James’ literary economies to elucidate the anatomy of
his vision, and its ethical backdrop.

The Autobiography is one of James’ most worldly books. James is fascinated by
the material and objectal and the Autobiography devotes much space to surfaces, forms,
and objects such as food. James invokes the notion of “sincerity” to describe his relation
to the world. “Sincerity” expresses the trust in the validity and integrity of appearances,
and the compatibility between consciousness and the world, by which, in the act of
cognition, the world is disclosed. “Panorama” (AUB 166), as both superficial and
extensive, describes James’ manner of looking at his world as unequivocal and revealing.
James’ panoramic gaze and his belief in the sincerity of the external world clash with the
psychological reading of objects as symbolic and derivative. The sincerity James attributes
to objects resists the psychologistic readings of the Autobiography which dismiss the
sphere of the objectal as dissatisfying and displaced.

But the “superficial economy” of the world which readily yields objects and forms
to the inquiring mind is sharply contrasted to that other-worldly realm of alterity. Whereas
being-in-the-world is an event of consciousness, one’s relation to the other person marks a
break from the world as a field of consciousness. The definitive separation between what
occurs in and as consciousness (the relation to objects), and what occurs categorically
outside it (the relation to the other’s alterity) illustrates once more James’ rejection of
psychological profundities in favour of metaphysical exteriority. By setting up the
experience of the world as a knowable field of consciousness, James clears the way for the

event which breaks with the world: the event of interpersonality. This latter relation is
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represented throughout the Autobiography through the “spectral economy” of ghosts, and
through James’ allusions to other people as unknowable. It is, I argue, the striking
combination of James’ “superficial economy” of the worldly, and the “other” economy of
the relation to alterity which together make up the extensive range of the Jamesian vision.
From James’ conception of the world as knowable and sincere one can also deduce
an important principle of literary composition. James’ belief that worldly appearances do
not mislead underlies his own representation of objects. Like the world which is material
and sincere, so James sees his narrative as a revealing and sincere surface. The
Autobiography is “panoramic” rather than “archeological” in that its narrative lacks the
covert dimension of (psychological) depth, and its textual surface is all-revealing. The
questions one asks about this kind of narrative are not what it means, but sow it means it:
how is the material arranged, in what pattern, and by what principle of organization--
questions of economy. Accordingly, the notion of “economy” guides my reading of the
Autobiography. Economy expresses James’ concentration on themes of the use and
production of literary material, its arrangement and processing, and the attempt to avoid
material “waste.” Rather than writing a psychological account of his artistic development,
James provides a panoramic view of the artist’s life: weaving together a wide range of
semi-disjointed scenes which form a vast and varied tapestry rather than constitute a
personal history. James likens literary composition to the glance of the eye which
perceives surfaces and grazes contours without, however, attempting to penetrate the
surface and refer it to some more profound level of meaning. The Autobiography is not

the history of a great mind, but the feat of a spectacular eye.
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Chapter 1 - The Religion of Foreign Things: Time, Death, and Sociality

in The Wings of the Dove

Time adds something new to being, something absolutely new. (Emmanuel Levinas, Totality and

Infinity 283)

“we shall never be again as we were!” (The Wings of the Dove 509)

Introduction: Two Notions of Time

“Time, which is doom in The Wings of the Dove,” concludes Nicola Bradbury in
the essay ““Nothing that is not there and the nothing that is’: The Celebration of Absence
in The Wings of the Dove” (Bell 86). Indeed, time dutifully runs out for the novel’s
stricken characters. From hour to hour, as from page to page, the well of time drains
away, and with its final parching after Milly’s death, it would appear that all hope and

prospects depart. Thus, argues Bradbury, the novel

ends with Kate Croy’s elegiac recognition, “We shall never be again as we were!” and this
echoes, but changes, Strether’s conclusion to The Ambassadors (published later but written
earlier): “Then there we are!” In The Wings of the Dove, that fixity of time and place in an
eternal present has altered to the ellipsis of future (“we shall...be”) and past (“as we were”) which
articulates through the tenses of the verb the recognition also voiced in the negative (“never”) of

a felt absence: the absence of Milly, and of the possibilities of life she represents. (83)

Bradbury’s reading of Kate’s final declaration as “elegiac” perceives at the end of the
novel a nostalgia for a lost past, hence also the mourning for an unobtainable future.

Unable to follow their plan through to its conclusion, Kate and Densher must now
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separate. Their once joined past and their anticipated future together thus figure
negatively, a negativity whose very vacuity mimics Milly’s absence, annihilating the lovers’
future and past alike, and making their present void.

Yet, as I will try to show, such a reading of The Wings of the Dove (1902) makes
use of a particular conception of time, a conception which the novel itself works to
undermine. As opposed to the elegiac and tragic notion of time--the sense of time running
low or running out--the novel levitates an idea of time as the possibility for resurrection
and renewal. “Time, far from constituting the tragic,” offers Levinas, “shall perhaps be
able to deliver us from it” (EE 79). The novel’s last line does not, as it first appears,
inscribe temporality in the negativity of loss, as Kate’s and Densher’s failure to seize their
time. In this last difficult line 7he Wings of the Dove testifies to a future which affirms
itself as an unprecedented newness, a future which precisely knows no past. This is a
future so new that it defies the elegiac with its melancholy hindsight. Such a future, I
argue, 1s granted to Kate and Densher in the form of Milly’s ultimate alterity which
assumes its full impact in her alienation in death. The work of time in The Wings of the
Dove is not, then, that of negation or deprivation, but on the contrary, the positive and
prodigious work of pardon: of an entirely new chance, blind to the depleted, sterile present
in which the parting lovers are caught.

The Wings of the Dove thus contrasts two notions of time. The first is a linear
conception of time in which one moment follows another in an inevitable temporal
succession. This is the time that runs out, the time which condemns Milly to death, and

which weighs heavily upon Kate and Densher at the end of the novel, destroying their
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past, present, and future by stringing them along a single guilty continuum. There is,
however, a second notion of time at work in the novel, whose covert yet positive
operation this chapter sets out to sketch. This time does not consist of the linear
progression of moments and the fatal causality it determines. Rather, this is time conceived
in its radical discontinuity. Time thought of as the constant renewal of instants, each
precisely failing to proceed from its preceding moment, and thus replacing it as a new and
fresh beginning. Milly herself becomes acquainted with this latter notion of time on her
meeting with the doctor Sir Luke Strett. I therefore treat this meeting in Chapter 3 of
Book Fifth as paramount to the novel’s temporal logic. Kate and Densher (belatedly)
receive this gift of time from Milly, and it is to this new time that the novel’s last line
attests. Finally, the introduction of this strange time into the linear continuity of the
narrative in effect opens up the text’s ethical horizon, since the gift of a wholly new future

1s made possible solely in and as the event of sociality itself.

1. Real Time

The question of time propels itself as one of the major concerns of The Wings of
the Dove. “[T]ime’s everything” (118) says Merton Densher to Kate Croy at the end of a
conversation in the second Book concerning their uncertain future together. Aunt Maud’s
“keeping” of Kate poses a serious complication for any prospective union between the
lovers. For people rarely give something for nothing, and Aunt Maud will surely harbour
her own ideas about her niece’s marriage. It 1s not so much a matter of Aunt Maud’s

predatory patronage as the inevitability of “strings attached”: Kate’s loyalty is naturally to
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be expected in return for the kindnesses shown to her by her Aunt. Kate and Densher need
to buy more time. They would like to maintain the status quo by which Aunt Maud knows
them to be only vaguely and uncommittedly acquainted. But, says Densher to Kate of this

indefinite state of affairs,

“it will never do--we must remember that--from the moment you allow her to found hopes of you
for any one else in particular. So long as her view is content to remain as general as af present
appears I don’t see that we deceive her. At a given hour, you see, she must be undeceived: the
only thing therefore is to be ready for the hour and to face it. Only, after all, in that case [...] onc

doesn’t quite make out what we shall have got from her.” (117 emphasis added)

Kate’s reply to Densher’s question is that

“we shall have gained time. And so, for that matter, will she.” (118 emphasis added)

“Yes; no doubt,” Densher returns, “in our situation, time’s everything” (118).
The intolerable vagueness imposed by their secret tie has prompted Kate a little
earlier to say, “with extraordinary beauty”:

“I engage myself to you for ever.” (117 emphasis added)

With this promise of eternity and their pledge for more time, the lovers feel their bond
intensified and enlarged. Their closeness now seems more secure precisely because it is
threatened by the external force of circumstance (their lack of independent means and their
consequent dependence on Aunt Maud). Their predicament is unique and it renders their
togetherness all the more insular and more complete. Densher goes as far as rejoicing in
their situation:

“there’s the joy of it. [...]. Not so much of our secret in itself, but of what’s represented and, as we
must somehow feel, secured to us and made deeper and closer by it.” And his fine face. relaxed

into happiness, covered her with all his meaning. “Our being as we are.” (118)



35

This scene, a mere two pages before Milly Theale is introduced, pre-empts the rest
of the novel. “Our being as we are” shall, of course, be echoed in reverse in the novel’s
very last line, “we shall never be again as we were!” (509), rendering Kate’s and
Densher’s faith in the continuity of time futile and false. Can Kate and Densher make use
of the present to secure a future? How much time do they need? These are the questions
the lovers ask themselves. But if the novel ends by dismissing the lovers’ temporal
strategies, their attempts to master the present in order to fasten a future, this is because a
different sort of temporality takes hold of the narrative, and in its sway all measurements
and calculations subside.

With Milly’s entry in Book Third of The Wings of the Dove, questions of
temporality assume a fatal urgency. How long has Milly got to live? How much time is left
to her? When will death come? Such questions correspond to those facing Kate and
Densher, since, like the unfortunate pair, all Milly seems to need is more time. Moreover,
Milly’s impending doom offers Kate and Densher the solution to their own temporal
difficulties. The predicament which all three characters share, then, is one in which time,
and the passing of time, is crucial. Milly’s illness presents a golden opportunity for Kate
and Densher to make good of Milly’s limited time, to use it up with her, as it were, and to
thereby ensure their “for ever” together after Milly’s death. One’s demise as another’s
eternity: Milly’s shortage of time as Kate and Densher’s temporal affluence.

Yet it 1s difficult after all to decide whether one is here reading a novel about the
future, perhaps a future beyond any foreseeable future, or whether the novel takes the

finitude of living as its temporal frame: is 7he Wings of the Dove a novel about mortality
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or immortality? The Wings of the Dove explicitly addresses temporality, inseparable from
the novel’s thematics of death, in a way which problematizes the relationship traditionally
posited between time and consciousness.! Conscious time, the time of the present
enshrined in Densher’s carefree assertion of “[o]ur being as we are,” gives way in the face
of Kate’s final and decisive “we shall never be again as we were!” (509). What occurs in
the novel between these two timely declarations, the first just preceding Milly’s arrival and
the second following her departure, is a radical shift in the characters’ understanding of
time itself.

The Wings of the Dove stages an ongoing interplay between time, death, and
interpersonal relations. The novel’s problematization of time seems to stem directly from
the social entanglements between its main characters, entanglements which have serious
bearings on the way in which time and death are conceived. An important task in reading
The Wings of the Dove is, then, the task of rethinking the inter-connections between the
novel’s notions of time, death, and sociality. How are we to understand the transformation
in Kate and Densher’s temporal sensibility and how is this transformation dependent on
their relation with Milly? Conversely, how is Milly’s own sense of time and death

transformed through her relations with Kate and Densher? What, to use Levinas’ own

1 “Cosmological and phenomenological approaches to time cannot be reconciled” writes
Genevieve Lloyd in the opening to Being in Time: Selves and Narrators in Philosophy and Literature,
“[t]here is an ‘intractable reality’ to time which resists all attempts to reduce or internalize it to
consciousness. Nor can we offer a coherent account of time without consciousness” (11). Levinas makes a
similar point when he asserts that “[t]raditional philosophy, and Bergson and Heidegger too, remained
within the conception of a time either taken to be purely exterior to the subject, a time-object [the
cosmological approach], or taken to be entirely contained in the subject [the phenomenological approach]”
(Existence and Existents 94). Although time and consciousness cannot be thought separately, their
compatibility, that is the thought of time through subjectivity, remains incomplete. James’
problematization of the tie between temporality and consciousness, then, does not merely implicate time,
but must also take aboard the presence of the “I think™ who thinks time.
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terms, is the relation between diachrony, mortality, and responsibility? Finally, in what
respect does the complex interplay between time, death, and sociality signal to the ethical?

I do not here intend to give a full reading of The Wings of the Dove. Rather, I wish
to concentrate on the reading of one particular scene which, I argue, encompasses the
novel’s temporal paradigm and through which the common idea of time as a linear
succession of moments and the empirical events that comprise this succession, is
overturned. The meeting between Milly and the doctor Sir Luke Strett is one of the most
significant moments in the novel insofar as the novel’s two temporal frames are concerned.
The highly unconventional meeting between Milly and Sir Luke sheds a new light on the
novel’s treatment of time as conditional on the events of sociality and death. Both time
and death derive their meaning from the interpersonal relation. So that by the end of the
novel, time and death have become intertwined with ideas of sociality, and their common
definitions no longer function comprehensively. Sir Luke’s role in issuing this rethinking of
time and death is “vital.” Sir Luke’s relation to Milly is both unexpected and
unconventional: the famous doctor fails to diagnose Milly or offer her cure or relief from
her illness. Rather, Dr. Strett allows Milly to explore her mortality in a wholly new way.
He does not, then, “buy” Milly more time by fending off illness, but transforms her
understanding of time, and therefore also her understanding of life and death. A close
reading of the meeting between doctor and patient begins to reveal the distinctly ethical
dimension of time, which, I claim, gradually overtakes the novel’s linear time-frame.

This challenging of linear time is one important aspect of the novel’s ethical vision,

a vision which this thesis places at the very core of James” major phase.? The Wings of the

2 In the writings of the major phase, James’ ethical vision reaches full maturation and
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Dove offers a temporality that “sees” beyond the time of the present, beyond the time of
consciousness and of subjectivity, to a future detached from all present, hence a future
which one can neither plan for nor anticipate. This is the idea of the future as radical
alterity; and if one can at all speak of a lesson learned by Kate and Densher in The Wings
of the Dove, it is that of the future in its pure newness. Despite dissolving Kate’s and
Densher’s plan at the end of the novel, time is not the cruel and invisible hand of

retribution, but the scrapping of all past as the possibility for regeneration and change.

expression. But the traces of what I refer to as ethics are nonetheless to be found in earlier works.
Examples include Roderick Hudson (1878), particularly the unusual relationship between Rowland Mallet
and the minor but fascinating character Christina Light. The return of Isabel Archer to Gilbert Osmond
and Pansy at the end of The Portrait of a Lady (1881) can also be viewed through the ethical as Isabel’s
irrevocable responsibility to her husband and his daughter. In The Europeans (1878), the ethical
encounter between the one and the wholly other takes the form of the “international theme.” Interestingly,
the international theme makes a modest but distinctly ethical appearance in The Wings of the Dove. We
are told that Kate Croy had spent a considerable amount of time abroad, and had consequently acquired
“the religion of foreign things” (WD 115):
[s]he had herself, as a child, lived with some continuity in the world across the Channel, coming
home again still a child; and had participated after that, in her teens, in her mother’s brief but
repeated retreats to Dresden, to Florence, to Biarritz [...] from which there stuck to her [...] the
religion of foreign things. (115)
In the following sentence, it is Merton Densher who appears to Kate as a foreign land:
[w]hen it was revealed to her how many more foreign things were in Merton Densher than he
had hitherto taken the trouble to catalogue, she almost faced him as if he were a map of the
continent or a handsome present of a delightful new “Murray.” (115)
James consistently employs the idea of travelling and tourism as a means to dramatize the encounter with
otherness. That Densher himself appears to Kate as a foreign continent demonstrates that travelling for
James is not merely an encounter between different cultures. The otherness James is concerned with is of a
more profound nature. Milly’s alterity, then, exceeds the superficial otherness of the American in
England. Kate’s otherness, I will later maintain, is also depicted in terms more radical than cultural or
national difference.
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2. Strange Time

To understand the mystery of the work of time, we should start with the hope for the present,

taken as a primary fact. [...] At the very moment where all is lost, everything is possible. (EE 92)

“We shall never be again as we were!” (509). The last sentence of The Wings of
the Dove opens up to a future beyond the knowledge of expectation and anticipation, a
future which is torn away from the continuous stream of time, and which receives its
futuricity by virtue of its unknowability. Kate Croy and Merton Densher face the future in
its alterity, in the form of an unlikeness to anything that has passed before. Kate
understands that Densher cannot marry her despite the apparent success of their plan that
he inherit Milly Theale’s fortune after her death. The lovers have carefully mapped out

their future, but their calculations, though correct, fall short of issuing the desired effect on
that future. Although Densher is the legal recipient of Milly’s money, he can no longer

carry out the plan to its logical conclusion. It is as if the plan no longer applies to Densher,
not because he has changed his mind, but rather because he has changed his being. What
could such a change in one’s being mean?

The novel closes with the assertion of a transformation, and one which carries with
it the full weight of an ethics.? Yet James characteristically resists the moralistic overtones

which would reduce the novel to a tale of crime and punishment. The novel’s ethical

3 In Book Third, on Milly’s first introduction, Susan Stringham is said to feel herself as under “a
weight of responsibility” (125) in relation to her young companion. Milly’s invisible “weight” is also the
note on which the novel ends.

4 The Wings of the Dove does not encourage reading Kate and Densher as evil conspirators, and
Milly as the innocent victim of their conspiracy. Frederick C. Crews notes that in spite of the biographical
evidence which suggests that James “invented Kate Croy as a foil, first passive and then positively evil
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sway does not proceed from the narrative’s basic prototypical plot (which in itself would
on the whole fail to establish The Wings of the Dove as an allegory of good and evil), but
rather from the novel’s weaving together of its central themes: time, death, and personal

relations.

Early on in the novel, Susan Stringham observes Milly sitting on the “dizzy edge”
(134) of a rock: “the girl’s seat was a slab of rock at the end of a short promontory or
excrescence that merely pointed off to the right at gulfs of air and that was so placed by
good fortune, if not by the worst, as to be at last completely visible” (134-135). Mrs.
Stringham first fears Milly is contemplating suicide (135), but she then decides Milly is
rather contemplating the opposite:

if the girl was deeply and recklessly meditating there she wasn’t meditating a jump; she was on
the contrary, as she sat, much more in a state of uplifted and unlimited possession that had
nothing to gain from violence. She was looking down on the kingdoms of the earth, and though
indeed that of itself might well go to the brain, it wouldn’t be with a view of renouncing them.

(135)
Mrs. Stringham quietly retreats, leaving Milly gazing over the Alpine precipice, “and,”
James adds of Mrs. Stringham, “she never knew afterwards what time had elapsed” (135
emphasis added).

Not many minutes probably, yet they hadn’t seemed few, and they had given her so much to

think of, not only while creeping home, but while waiting afterwards at the inn [...]. (135)

Mrs. Stringham’s quantitative assessments of time (she even scribbles a temporal “a

bientdt!” on Milly’s book before leaving the scene) are contrasted with a different notion

[...] this should not be emphasized too heavily. Kate Croy and her fiancé Merton Densher, once created
are just as involved in the novel’s meaning as Milly is” (The Tragedy of Manners 58-59). Stephen
Spender has written that in James “there are no villains” (qtd. in Rahv 100).
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of time, the realization of which seizes Mrs. Stringham on her return:

she now saw that the great thing she had brought away was precisely a conviction that the future
wasn 't to exist for her princess in the form of any sharp or simple release from the human . (136

emphasis added)

What is this future which is no longer merely quantitative but mysteriously corresponds to

the “human predicament”? The future, Mrs. Stringham concludes,

wouldn’t be for her [Milly] a question of a flying leap and thereby of a quick escape. It would be
a question of taking full in the face the whole assault of life, to the general muster of which
indeed her face might have been directly presented as she sat there on her rock. Mrs. Stringham
was thus able to say to herself during still another wait of some length that if her young friend
still continued absent it wouldn’t be because [...] she had cut short the thread. She wouldn’t have
committed suicide; she knew herself unmistakeably reserved for some more complicated passage.
(136)

Mrs. Stringham believes to have grasped the meaning of Milly’s meditation on the edge of
the cliff. Milly was not simply calculating time, or its end. She was rather thinking of time
as “some more complicated passage,” time as related to the “human predicament” and the
“whole assault of life.” In the passage above are already balanced two different notions of
time. The first is linear and cumulative and it resembles a thread which (as the Fates know)
will be “cut short” in death. The second is a future which can neither be counted nor cut,
and whose equivalent is the “human predicament.”

The future as the “human predicament,” unthinkable as measurements and lengths,
appears to negate Milly’s nearing doom. If due to her illness Milly may in fact be said to
have no future at all, the scene on the cliff introduces the work of time as positive and

redeeming. This time of the future glimpsed from the cliff disregards and dismisses Milly’s
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imminent death. Mrs. Stringham’s sense of the opening wide of some futural horizon
contrasts with the commonplace image of Milly’s gradually emptying hourglass of
conventional time. How could the future pictured by Mrs. Stringham in the form of some
openness to life really be equated with the adding and subtracting of moments until Milly’s
death? What kind of time, then, is being alluded to here? Moreover, what kind of death?
And how can one explain the strange analogy between the future, and the readiness to
engage with the “whole assault of life”? The Wings of the Dove, I argue, requires one to
take up these questions together in a manner that thinks time, death, and sociality, as
related issues.

The scene which most radically conflates time, death, and the inter-personal
relation, and which thus also introduces the novel’s sabotaging of ordinary time, is Milly’s
first meeting with Sir Luke Strett (202-213). At the outset, Milly’s time, her life and
death, seem in the hands of her physician. The doctor/scientist more than any other, it is
assumed, is qualified to deliver Milly’s fate: will she live or die? And how long will she live
for? Moreover, it is in the doctor’s skill and power to control these. He may cure Milly,
and if he must fail, he might at least prolong her life, defer death. In a drama of sickness
and health in which we have been told that “time’s everything,” the doctor or medicine
man emerges as a key figure.

Restlessly conscious of the physician’s role in deciding not only Milly’s future but
Densher’s and her own as well, Kate accompanies Milly to her first meeting with the
famous doctor. James’ description of the meeting is significantly “punctual.” Sir Luke has
very little time to spare, he had

but ten minutes to give her; ten mere minutes which he yet placed at her service in a manner that
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she admired still more than she could meet it [...]. He was presently to jump into his carriage, but
he promptly made the point that he must see her again, see her within a day or two; and he
named for her at once another hour [...]. The minutes affected her in fact as ebbing more swiftly
than her little army of items could muster, and they would probably have gone without her doing
much more than secure another hearing, hadn’t it been for her sense, at the last, that she had

gained above all an impression. (202 emphasis added) >

The passage persistently deploys the rhetoric of time cut short, only to demonstrate that
this thrifty clockwork, ticking away in minutes, hours, and days, is by no means
compatible with the “impression” it yields:

[t]he impression--all the sharp growth of the final few moments--was neither more nor less than
that she [Milly] might make, of a sudden, in quite another world, another straight friend |...].

(202 emphasis added)

Ordinary time, during this ten-minute session, fails to signify. For there is a disparity and
disproportion between the actual time spent with Sir Luke, and what Milly feels she has
gained by her visit.

The segments of time which the chapter meticulously details do not, however,
render time in its temporal authenticity. By counting and measuring time, the text provides
a spatial rather than temporal account of time. For to list the number of moments or to
calculate the overall length of the session is really to relate to time as distance, as a
collection of points in a single order, what Levinas calls time in its “numerical multiplicity”
(77 220). Indeed, ordinary clock-time may be said to reflect the conversion of time from

the temporal to the spatial. By thinking about time as a succession of moments in space,

? 139

> It is perhaps interesting to note the resemblance between Sir Luke’s “use” of clock-time and
Jacques Lacan’s famous five minute session. The situation is temporally similar, where ordinary time has
little bearing on what the session achieves. In both cases there operates a different notion of time
independent of the time of the present.
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time’s temporality is compromised. Ordinary time is, therefore, the space of time, as it
represents time as the ordering of points in space. Chapter 3, in which Milly and Dr. Strett
first meet, inverts the very workings of this ordinary or inauthentic time by rendering these
measurements on the whole inane.

Amidst the calculations of inauthentic time, an exceptional event occurs. Milly
finds herself, in a flash, given over to her interlocutor, with no knowledge of how, why, or
when. Milly’s surprise surrender, as inexplicable as it is unsolicited, takes place as if out of

time, and in disproportion to the length of time spent in the presence of her “captor™

[a]t the same time that she struggled, however, she also surrendered, there was a moment at
which she almost dropped the form of stating, of explaining, and threw herself, without violence,
only with a supreme pointless quaver that had turned the next instant to an intensity of

interrogative stillness, upon his general good will. (202-203 emphasis added).

In a simultaneity of resistance and abdication, Milly experiences a sort of rupture. A
“moment,” then an “instant” in the company of her doctor suffice to make Milly
experience something that far exceeds a scientific or informative exchange. In a
resignation of self, Milly throws herself upon the doctor’s “good will.” The “interrogative
stillness” of this rupture marks a sudden breaking away from the presence of time, also a
break from the presence of self. It is as if time itself stood, still and discontinuous, hurling
Milly into the abyss and then retrieving her. The short minutes spent with Sir Luke thus
run up against an infinity glimpsed in Milly’s new relation. Against the space of time, the
“ten mere minutes” (202), Milly receives something that does not only grant her an
unprecedented impression, but which effectively affords her a kind of salvation. No longer

just a man of science, Sir Luke now
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looked, in the oddest manner, to her fancy, half like a general and half like a bishop, and she was
soon sure that, within some such handsome range, what it would show her would be what was
good, what was best for her. She had established, in other words, in this time-saving way, a
relation with it; and the relation was the special trophy that, for the hour, she bore off. It was like
an absolute possession, a new resource altogether, something done up in the softest silk and
tucked away under the arm of memory. She hadn 't had it when she went in, and she had it when
she came out, she had it there under her cloak, but dissimulated, invisibly carried [...]. (203

emphasis added)

This “dissimulated” “absolute possession” and “new resource,” I would like to suggest, is
none other than time itself. Time before and beyond continuous duration, limitless or
timeless, time in its radical discontinuity. Time in its temporal authenticity.

There appear, then, in the passages devoted to the meeting between Milly and Sir
Luke to operate two separate conceptions of time. The first subscribes to the ordinary
notion of “time”: clock-time which measures the passing of time from moment to moment,
from day to day, from life to death. The second conception of time, which I have called
time in its temporal authenticity, is only barely recognizable as time, for it cannot be
alluded to 1n the familiar terms of duration or distance ¢ Instead, this mysterious “new
resource” appears in the form of a personal relation to which Milly irresistibly surrenders.
Does not this sudden and overwhelming surrender to a new relation with its enormity of
remission recall the aforementioned “human predicament™?

If Milly previously contemplated the future in the form of the “human

predicament,” the meeting with Dr. Strett embodies this very notion of the future as a new

61 shall be using “clock-time,” “ordinary time,” “linear time,” or “economic time” to indicate
inauthentic time. All other references to time, namely as “diachrony,” “temporality,” or “time,” indicate
time in its temporal authenticity.
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personal relation. Read alongside the scene at the top of the cliff, in which Milly prepares
to meet the future “which wasn’t to exist for her [...] in the form of any sharp or simple
release from the human predicament™ (136), the encounter with the doctor is the coming
true of Milly’s vigil. As predicted in this solitary vigil, the new relation with Dr. Strett is
Milly’s exquisite gift of a future. How is this gift of time to be understood?

In 7ime and the Other, Levinas insists that temporality perceived in its authenticity
precisely escapes conceptual descriptions because it indicates a relation to what is not
present. The kind of “time” Levinas speaks of, also the time imparted by Luke Strett to
Milly, is therefore not to be thought of as an entity or a quantity, but in terms of a relation
between uniquely discontinuous moments. The early premonition of a future becomes a
concrete reality when Milly meets the strange doctor who, in a moment, brings her into
contact with something she cannot properly understand, but which she nonetheless
considers as a sort of deliverance. The good doctor, then, in instantly effecting an
unplanned attachment, places Milly in a relation which, by virtue of its mysterious
newness, one might simply call the future. If Sir Luke cannot cure Milly’s ailment, he can
reveal to her a horizon of time far beyond the terminal economy of life and death.

Economic or linear time is characterized by a privileging of the present. In thought,
both past and future are carved out of the present. The implicit discontinuity of the three
separate tenses--past, present, future--is annulled by their subsequent subservience to the
order of the present. Consciousness gathers into its own presence both past and future
through the activities of memory and anticipation. Only as something present in thought
can authentic time be made intelligible:

the intelligibility and intelligence situated in thought [...] consists in privileging the present in
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relation to the past and future. To comprehend the alteration of presence in the past and future
would be a matter of reducing and bringing back the past and future to presence--that is,

representing them. (70 99)

Ordinary time is, then, the representation of temporality itself. It is not time proper, but
indicates the cognitive reduction of time’s heterogeneity of past and future into a single
and unified present.

However, recalling Levinas’ declaration from Totality and Infinity that time “adds
something new to being, something absolutely new” (283), it is precisely not the
intelligibility of time in consciousness but its unavailability to consciousness and
representation--the inexhaustible newness of temporality--which is time’s most startling
feature. Conceived as a collection of uniquely new moments which do not follow one
another in a causal succession, time holds the promise of something new, a new beginning

at every turn. This newness is the radical discontinuity of time:

time no longer expresses the unintelligible dispersion of the unity of being [...] in an apparent
and phantasmal series of causes and effects; time adds something new to being, something
absolutely new. [...] Time is [...] an ever recommencing alterity of the accomplished--the “ever”
of this recommencement. The work of time goes beyond the suspension of the definitive which
the continuity of duration makes possible. There must be a rupture of continuity, and a

continuation across this rupture. (283-84)

Time in its pure temporality, what Levinas calls “diachrony,” is not to be thought of as
issued from a pre-existing present which then breaks up into successive moments whose
unity is sustained as duration. Such a notion of time is inauthentic because it binds past
and future to the present in a single flow. As a linear succession of instants, time seems to

originate (and that point of beginning cannot be thought independently of the
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consciousness who thinks it so that time and consciousness, problematically to say the
least, must in some way begin together) in a unity that is subsequently dispersed. Such is
the logic of linear time.

To allow for a future and a past which are not in themselves versions of the
present, one cannot begin to think time from this original unity. Conversely, time has to be
thought from a multiplicity irreducible to the unity of the present. To think of time in its
heterogeneity of past and future is to avoid taking time as a single succession of moments.
In order for past and future to resist this gathering into a succession (a gathering that takes
place through the workings of consciousness), it will not do simply to position past and
future in sufficient distance from one another. Once issued from the present, any distance
between past and future would remain traverseable, no matter how far apart the two
tenses are positioned. For them to remain authentically separate, past and future need to
be thought of not as (spatially) distant but as (temporally) non-contemporaneous: a future
so new that it could never be reduced to a not-yet-now, and a past so ancient that it could
not be conceived as what is no-longer-now. This irreducible difference between the tenses
which cannot be discerned in terms of spatial distance, is time 1itself. The radical non-
contemporaneity of time ensures the utter newness of the future, and the immemorial
pastness of the past. So that when Milly leaves Dr. Strett’s office in possession of
something “absolutely new,” she is in possession of what she had absolutely never had
before, that is, in possession of the future: “[s]he hadn’t had it when she went in, and she
had it when she came out” (203).

Yet, how can diachrony, discontinuous and outside consciousness, still be thought
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as a possession or a relation? If the future is what categorically evades one’s
consciousness, how can Milly be put in touch with the future? Levinas stresses that time
“begins” with a multiplicity and a discontinuity that is nonetheless placed in some kind of a
continuum. “[P]ast, future, and present” he writes in the essay “Diachrony and

27 ¢¢

Representation,” “are tied together in time, without this resulting from a simple

degradation that the unity of the One could have” (70 119). To think time authentically is
to understand the fundamental plurality of past and future as the origin of time. Rather
than beginning with the unity of the present, Levinas begins with the “radical multiplicity”
(77 220) of absolute past and future. As Milly’s rupture begins to suggest, The Wings of
the Dove thinks time as a relation between the subject and what is not properly present,
something wholly outside one’s conscious gaze, something one cannot grasp, something
so other that it remains invisible and thus can only be, as on Milly’s leaving Dr. Strett’s
surgery, “invisibly carried” (WD 203). Milly’s “new resource” remains hidden away and
“dissimulated” (203). Although precious, Milly is unable to assimilate the new “trophy”
into her consciousness as a regular object or as a concept of knowledge. It remains
“tucked away” (203) and concealed. This new relation is thus represented in terms of

some beneficial alterity. Such a beneficial to alterity defines the Levinasian notion of time.

Diachrony

is a relationship with the In-visible, where invisibility results not from some incapacity of human
knowledge, but from the inaptitude of knowledge as such--from its in-adequation--to the Infinity

of the absolutely other [...]. (7O 32 emphasis added)

Kate, who unlike Milly is still immersed in the spatial calculations of economic

time (saving, buying, gaining time), hastens to find out the doctor’s verdict. She awaits
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Milly outside his office with the blunt question: “[i]s it out?” Milly’s reply, as under a
spell, sounds obscure: “[h]e’s a dear. I’m to come again.” “But what does he say?” Kate

presses,

Milly was almost gay. “That I’m not to worry about anything in the world, and that if I’ll be a
good girl and do exactly what he tells me he’ll take care of me for ever and ever.”
Kate wondered as if things scarce fitted. “But does he allow then that you’re ill?”
“I don’t know what he altows, and I don’t care [...] I don’t hate it a bit.”
Still, however, Kate stared. “But could he, in so few minutes, ask you enough--?"
“He asked me scarce anything--he doesn’t need to do anything so stupid,” Milly said.

(203 emphasis added)

Indeed, the dry details of Milly’s visit to her doctor hardly satisfy. Consequently, Milly’s
giddiness seems misplaced. As Kate’s reaction confirms, a mere “impression,” even a
friendly one, is wholly irrelevant to Milly’s plight. Moreover, Sir Luke’s unorthodox
approach contradicts his reputation as a fine practitioner. Milly does not indicate to Kate
the objective gravity of her condition. But her peculiar phrasing does not imply that she is
concealing information from Kate so much as intending her words to be received beyond
the empirical and the factual. Milly’s report to Kate is true to her meeting with the doctor;
so that in not providing Kate with the information she craves, truth is not withheld,
repressed, or denied: it is breached.

On leaving Sir Luke, Milly does not, then, possess the truth about her condition.
Instead, she is in “possession” of her existence, an existence strangely invigorated and
renewed. As for her mortal fate, Milly is undeceived: “Shall I at any rate suffer?” (212) she

soberly asks. “Not a bit.” is Sir Luke’s reply. To which Milly responds with another



51

question:

“[a]nd yet then live?”
“My dear young lady,” said her distinguished friend, “isn’t to ‘live’ exactly what I'm
trying to persuade you to take the trouble to do?” (213). 7

Milly’s relation to Sir Luke does not entertain the delusion of longevity, but rather, the
promise of responsibility: “he tells me,” says Milly of Dr. Strett, that “he’ll take care of me
for ever and ever” (203). The too few minutes reserved to her by Sir Luke are not a sign
of the doctor’s negligence, they foretell Milly’s own shortage of time: it is not the doctor
who cannot give Milly enough time, it is life itself which has no time to give. Yet this
countdown of real time at once clashes with Milly’s sense of an immense and
unprecedented acquisition. This mysterious acquisition is the doctor’s true and only
remedy.

The meeting between Milly and Sir Luke is initially distinguished by an
overwhelming negativity: the doctor offers no information, no diagnosis, no course of
treatment, no cure. Yet these negations, by their excessive nullity, constitute the illustrious

ground on which James renders visible the prodigious work of time. Dr. Strett’s

7 Milly’s meeting with Dr. Strett in Chapter 3 of Book Fifth of The Wings of the Dove suggests
some very interesting connections with James’ reproduction of Minny Temple’s letters at the end of Notes
of a Son and Brother. ] comment on these connections at some length in Chapter 4 of the thesis,
“Economies and Panorama in Henry James: Autobiography.” 1 argue that James appears to have
concocted the figure of Sir Luke Strett by inverting the figure of Minny Temple’s doctor, Dr. Bassett, of
whom Minny Temple complains that he subjects her to a fierce medical regime, depriving her of much
desired human company and sending her in relentless pursuit of warm weather. Dr. Strett, on the other
hand, tells Milly: “I ‘send’ you nowhere. England’s all right--anywhere that’s pleasant, convenient,
decent, will be all right. You say you can do exactly as you like. Oblige me therefore by being so good as
to do so” (WD 212). In direct opposition to Dr. Bassett, then, Dr. Strett (whose very name is reminiscent
of the real doctor) gives no orders at all: “Milly was ready, under orders, for the North Pole; which fact
was doubtless what made a blinding anticlimax of her friend’s actual abstention from orders” (WD 211
emphasis added). It is also significant that Dr. Strett is referred to repeatedly as Milly’s “friend.” and not
as her physician. This reversal between doctors, over and above the well-noted analogy between Minny
Temple and Milly Theale, seems to me as crucial to James’ ethical thinking.
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professional “uselessness” may appear as negligence, but his failure to expertly intervene
in Milly’s illness is paradoxically what positively conditions Milly’s transcending of the
finite economy of life and death. Ordinary time will ultimately fail everyone in The Wings
of the Dove on all counts: it will neither prevent Milly’s premature death, nor profit Kate
and Densher. Yet, with the bankruptcy of linear time confirmed, Kate, Densher (and the
reader) are obliged to consider that other “resource” given to Milly in the form of her
extraordinary relation with the doctor. This resource does not save Milly’s life, but it
nonetheless transforms it. I have been arguing that this resource is best thought of as the
gift of time.

Milly’s transformation, envisioned on the edge of the cliff but set into motion
through the relation with Sir Luke, is not the promise of physical health. This
transformation otherwise furnishes Milly with a seemingly irrelevant friendship, a new
personal relation. The visit to the doctor shall, then, prove as no more than one social
encounter among others. Yet to Milly, these encounters and the close personal ties they
yield are neither merely recreational nor time-consuming. They possess a “critical”
dimension. As Milly’s meeting with Sir Luke demonstrates, this critical dimension may be
considered in distinctly temporal terms, for it amounts to a vindication (by the
doctor/bishop) of each moment by its release from the tedious continuum of actual time.
Once surrendered to the doctor’s “good will,” Milly finds herself in possession of
something utterly new. Defined in this very newness itself, Milly’s mystery possession
denotes the future. For the future is what is absolutely new, what has never before been

present. A future unburdened by a past. “She hadn’t had it when she went in, and she had
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it when she came out” (WD 203); does not Milly insist that her mystery prize is
unprecedented?

The personal relation occasions the sudden upsurge within ordinary time of a
brand new moment. Milly’s “letting herself go”” marks her release from the continuous
present in which she has so far been mired: a release from self-presence, but also a release
from the time of the present. Effectively a new birth, then, an instant is released from the
bitter grip of ordinary time through Milly’s giving herself away to another (and his time).
The release of a new and absolute moment liberates the present from its bond with the
past. This miraculous extrication of the instant from the unhealthy linearity of time

reshapes Milly’s awareness of the work of time, and of the possibilities of the present:

[i]s not the future above all a resurrection of the present? [...]

We believe that time is just that. (EE 92)

Precisely this kind of resurrection is offered to Milly through her relation with Luke Strett.

On leaving Dr. Strett’s office, then, Milly is prepared to do as the doctor (in
abstaining from instruction) commands: to simply and unreservedly “live.”” This new
attitude towards life echoes Mrs. Stringham’s view that the future would ultimately prove
“a question of taking full in the face the whole assault of life.”® If the future is what Milly
most needs in order to be “saved,” this future becomes available in the peculiar form of
Milly’s dissimulated trophy. She is now in possession of a futural newness, won as a prize
from her personal relation with Sir Luke Strett.

The scene at the doctor’s reads so very oddly precisely because it is constructed

8 In his discussion of temporality in the section “The Infinity of Time,” Levinas describes the
future in similar terms to Mrs. Stringham as “resuming the adventure of existence” (77 282).
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positively, as against the negativity inherent in “bad” practice. The consultation is wholly
un-professional, non-informative, and does not live up to the standards of the properly
“scientific.” Yet the scene strikes the reader almost as marvellously as it does Milly
herself, by letting go of the scientific as pointless and absurd. With Milly’s happy
affirmation at the end of the meeting, scientific deficiency is transformed into the plenitude
of alterity. Negativity transmutes into positivity. But neither Milly nor James can render
this plenitude precise and objectal, since it is a plenitude which is irreducibly other.
Whereas the conventional doctor supplies his patient with a medication or a cure, exactly
formulated, coded, and labelled, Luke Strett offers a “cure” lacking a chemical formula.

He therefore cures by virtue of his own (incurable) alterity.
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3. Alterity as Sociality and Time

A being independent of and yet at the same time exposed to the other is a temporal being: to the
inevitable violence of death it opposes its time, which is postponement itself. [...] Time is
precisely the fact that the whole existence of the mortal being--exposed to violence--is not being
for death, but the “not yet” which is a way of being against death, a retreat before death in the

very midst of its inexorable approach. (77 224)

The doctor’s healing alterity is time itself. Milly could sense it from her lonely seat
on the edge of the rock. But she cannot achieve the future alone. Milly’s mind cannot of
itself muster the radical otherness of time, since the conscious mind by definition perceives
what is familiar and graspable. In order to come into contact with the authentically new,
Milly requires the intervention of something her mind cannot master. This otherness which
transcends consciousness and comprehension is the otherness of the other person. As

Levinas explains:

[h]Jow indeed could time arise in a solitary subject? The solitary subject cannot deny itself: it does
not possess nothingness. If time is not the illusion of a movement [...] then the absolute alterity of
another instant cannot be found in the subject, who is definitely himself. This alterity comes to
me only from the other. Is not sociality something more than the source of our representation
of time? is it not time itself? [...] The dialectic of time is the very dialectic of the relationship
with the other, that is, a dialogue which in turn has to be studied in terms other than those of
the dialectic of the solitary subject. (EE 93 emphasis added)

The very discontinuity implicit in diachrony between time and consciousness,

insists Levinas, determines one’s relationship with authentic time as a relationship with
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what 1s wholly other. For both Levinas and James, such a paradoxical conception of
relationship--a relationship with what is not present--accurately discloses the fundamental
structure of the interpersonal relation. In the relation with other people, one encounters an
otherness to which one nonetheless responds. The responsiveness of people to one
another, the very miracle of human interaction (as either friendship or intrigue) discloses
the temporal dimension of sociality.

As Kate will learn, Milly’s dialogue with Sir Luke differs significantly from the
communication of the familiar between doctor and patient. Since, as I have shown, their
relation excludes the communication of knowledge and facts, Milly’s relation to Sir Luke
takes place on foreign ground, as a sudden rupture, “in quite another world” (WD 202).
Devoid of the sound mediation of facts, the encounter slips into the realm of the unknown.
This absence of mediation is precisely what characterizes their relation as both ethical and

temporal. Here is a relation which does not involve

a participation in a third term--intermediate person, truth, dogma, work, profession [...] that is, it
1s not a communion. It is the fearful face-to-face situation of a relationship without intermediary,

without mediations. (EE 95)

This immediate relation confronts Milly with an alterity so radical that it exceeds
the spatial difference between Milly and her interlocutor. The representation of a rift in
time, and the rupture it constitutes, is, then, the temporality characteristic of the relation.
When Milly leaves Sir Luke’s office, she has been touched, so to speak, by a new sort of
time. This time is neither an idea or a thought inside Milly’s mind, nor is it an entity or an
object exterior to it. Time is neither fanciful nor phenomenal. This strange time, “the

relation [that] was the special troohv” (203). is the time of alterity. or the time of
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redemption, and it is essentially an event of the meeting between two discontinuous
elements: the self and the other. As oblivious to the novel’s linear temporal economy,
Milly’s relationship with Sir Luke embodies the paradigm of interpersonality as such.

It 1s as an encounter with a radical (that is a temporal) difference, surpassing the

flow of ordinary time, that Milly conceives of her other London relations: ?

[a]s Milly made out these things--with a shade of exhilaration at the way she already fell
in--she saw how she was justified of her plea for people and her love of life. It wasn’t
then, as the prospect seemed to show, so difficult to get into the current, or to stand at
any rate on the bank. It was easy to get near--if they were near; and yet the elements
were different enough from any of her old element, and positively rich and strange.

(149 emphasis added)

The people of Lancaster Gate, Aunt Maud, Lord Mark, and Kate Croy, are in relation to
Milly not in spite of the fact that their “elements were different enough from any of her
elements” but because of it. The faulty image of sociality as a mere “going with the flow”
will not suffice for Milly’s new attachments. Sociality as flow (like the flow of linear time)
implies an overall uniformity and sameness. Nor will it do for Milly to stand on the bank as
an uninvolved observer watching as others move together in concert. The close proximity
of elements which are nonetheless “different enough” implies a new sort of interpersonal
closeness: neither humdrum participation nor detached inspection, but the intimate

involvement between mutually unfathomable ones.

® The metaphor of “flux” rather than flow better describes the dynamics of diachrony. For this
image of “flux,” see Fabio Ciaramelli’s “Levinas’ Ethical Discourse: Between Individuation and
Universality” (Re-reading Levinas. Eds. Robert Bernasconi and Simon Critchley. Bloomington: Indiana
UP, 1991).
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Milly knows such an odd notion of relations will not be easy to explain: “[s]he
asked herself if her right-hand neighbour would understand what she meant by such a
description of them should she throw it off; but another of the things to which precisely
her sense was awakened was that no, decidedly, he wouldn’t” (149).

Milly thinks of her relation to Kate in precisely such incommensurate terms. Theirs
is a relation with an unbridgeable difference, a discontinuous relation. Kate is perceived in

her uncompromising alterity:

the odd result of the thought was to intensify for the girl that side of her friend which she had
doubtless already been more prepared than she quite knew to think of as the “other,” the not
wholly calculable. |...] she wondered if the matter hadn’t mainly been that she herself was so
“other,” so taken up with the unspoken; the strangest thing of all being [...] that when she asked
herself how Kate could have failed to feel it she became conscious of being here on the edge of a
great darkness. She should never know how Kate truly felt about anything such a one as Milly
Theale should give her to feel. Kate would never--and not from ill will nor from duplicity, but
Jfrom a sort of failure of common terms--reduce it to such a one’s comprehension or put it within

her convenience. (176-77 emphasis added) 10

Already on the eve of their departure for London, the idea of sociality appears

before the two travelling companions a strange and unknowable prospect:

[t]he idea of “people” was not so entertained on Milly’s part as to connect itself with particular

10 These thoughts about Kate follow Milly’s realization that Kate did not tell her of her
acquaintance with Merton Densher. There are, in light of this, two possible ways of reading the passage.
The first interprets it ironically (and tragically) as demonstrating Milly’s misapprehension of Kate, her
naiveté concerning Kate’s manipulations. For the truth is, of course, that Kate /s 11l willed and duplicitous.
Yet to take the passage as one of tragic irony has some devastating consequences for the remains of the
novel. With the function of the passage thus reduced, the novel is catapulted back to its basic structure as a
(moralistic) tale of good and evil. This, in turn, leaves the novel’s many peculiarities--the most
characteristic features of James’ “late style”--as “excesses” which cannot be accounted for or contained
within the confines of the prototvpical plot. It is only when we take Milly’s statement at face value as
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persons, and the fact remained for each of the ladies that they would, completely unknown,
disembark at Dover amid the completely unknowing. They had no relation already formed; this

plea Mrs. Stringham put forward to see what it would produce. (142)

On arrival, Susan Stringham decides to contact her old English school friend Maud

Lowder.!! The renewal of their relation over the abyss of time is an inherently risky affair:

[t]here was the danger [...] it was the sort of danger that, in renewing relations after a long time,
one had always to look in the face. To gather in strayed threads was to take a risk--for which

however she [Mrs. Stringham] was prepared if Milly was. (145 emphasis added)!?

This gathering of strayed threads necessitates looking in the face of the unknown, as in
facing the future. The novel’s important motif of “risk™ is essential to the idea of
relationships as one’s contact with the unknown. But it is also this riskiness, which as
Jacques Derrida pointed out characterizes the conception of the future, whence all real
value proceeds. The future as supreme risk typifies one’s relation to the irreducible alterity
of other people. The “human predicament” thus entails both the perils and the blessings of
the not wholly predictable attachment to others. Milly naturally understands this, and at
once consents to Mrs. Stringham’s proposal by voicing the novel’s underlying motto:

“Risk everything!” (145).

4. Sociality and Death
But the “human predicament” does not merely signal temporality implicit in the

relation between wholly incomparable persons. In addition to the interpersonal relation,

I Like the alien Kate, Aunt Maud is referred to by Mrs. Stringham as “florid, alien, exotic--
which had been just the spell--even to the perceptions of youth” (145).

12 For both James and Levinas the encounter with the other as sociality and temporality is linked
to an experience of the face.
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the “human predicament” signals to the end of one’s own time, its very finitude, one’s
mortality. Indeed, the “human predicament” is perhaps, first and foremost, the “human
condition” of finitude and death. Can the two meanings of the “human predicament”--as
the interpersonal relation and as one’s finitude of death--be thought together? One’s
relation to the other person which enables the sovereign self to escape from its own (self)
presence and its own (present) time, can be shown to have yet another significance. As
The Wings of the Dove illustrates, the ethical-temporal relation to the alterity of the other
also implies a “substitution” for the other’s death. This substitution, by which the self finds
itself responsible for, even guilty of another’s mortality, completes the notion of the
“human predicament” by making mortality constitutional of the relation with the other.
What precisely is the connection between the temporal structure of interpersonal relations,
and one’s own mortality? The Wings of the Dove finally links these two aspects of the
“human predicament”--sociality and death--and in their very connectedness the book’s
extraordinary ethics reaches completion.

Life may be thought, under the thumb of death, to be enhanced by the very
nothingness that engulfs it. The sudden realization of the proximity of death, it is argued,
accentuates one’s sense of life. The Wings of the Dove, however, tells a slightly different
story. Milly does not achieve a clear perception of her own finitude which then heightens
her sense of life. She does not receive the gift of death, but the gift of time from Sir Luke,
a gift whose message is significantly that of “life.” In The Wings of the Dove, then, life
does not crumble in the face of death, nor move bravely towards it as in the Heideggerian

being-towards-death. Through the ethical-temporal relation with the other person, life is
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posited against death, as its moment-by-moment defiance.13

“Surgeons” wrote Gillian Rose in Love’s Work,

are not qualified for the one thing with which they deal: life. For they do not understand, as part
of their profession, “death,” in the non-medical sense, nor therefore “life,” in the meaningful
sense, inclusive of death. When they fail to “cure,” according to their own light, they deal out

death. (73)

Does not the resourcefulness of Sir Luke refute the glum impotence of doctors in Rose’s
description? This unconventional physician demonstrates the novel’s surpassing of the
psychology and physiology of death. Beyond the service of diagnosis and cure in The
Wings of the Dove, then, “[t]he doctor is an a priori principle of human mortality” (77
234). In this ontological capacity, Sir Luke is not a medicine man in the practical sense,

but he is a friend. !4 Against the absolute singularity inscribed in the “human condition”

I3 For a straight forward application of Heidegger to The Wings of the Dove see Gary Kuchar’s
“Henry James and the Phenomenal Reader: Consciousness and the Variation of Style in The Wings of the
Dove” (Henry James Review 21 [2000]: 170-185). Kuchar reads Milly’s transformation throughout the
novel as her successful confrontation with death and the subsequent amplification of life it brings her.
Kuchar speaks of “the manner in which she [Milly] comes to possess her own awareness of death as an
enabling existential limit” (181), or of Milly’s “deepening awareness of death and the intensified vision of
life it leads to” (181). Milly’s “mode of being {...] by Book Five might be characterized in terms of
Heidegger’s notion of an authentic being-towards-death” (178). By showing Milly’s transformation to be
conditional not on her own lucidity of vision but on the “bizarre” relation she establishes with Sir Luke, I
wish to challenge such a Heideggerian reading. For Heidegger, the visionary moment in which one faces
one’s own death is a profoundly private affair which precisely excludes others. In The Wings of the Dove,
however, Milly’s transformation consists in engaging with others. She therefore cannot be said to pursue
an authentic understanding of death in its solitary Heideggerian sense. I propose that it is not a matter of
death, but the matter of time--of being against death--which is the central quest in this novel.

14 Friendship in The Wings of the Dove denotes an obligation and responsibility between persons
older than psychology. This mode of friendship does not reflect people’s mutual liking, The doctor as
“friend” is to be read as prior to any idea of sympathy and choice. It is not, then, a question of Sir Luke
“liking” Milly, or vice versa. This is why Milly is so concerned about the doctor “irrelevantly liking her”:

[tJhis was the damning little fact--if she could talk of damnation: that she could believe herself to

have caught him in the act of irrelevantly liking her. She hadn’t gone to him to be liked, she had

gone to him to be judged; and he was quite a great enough man to be in the habit, as a rule, of

observing the difference. (WD 216).

In the essay “The Politics of Friendship” (Journal of Philosophv 11 [1988]: 632-644). Derrida discusses
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(my death is exactly mine and mine alone. No one can die in my place), the figure of the
doctor emerges as he who in imposing on me the recognition of my solitary existence also
relieves me of the burden of that solitude.

Here death 1s double edged. Initially, death would mark Milly’s solitude of being.
James indeed places his heroine in isolation from the very start: “I’'m all that’s left,” says
Milly to Sir Luke, “they died [...] of different things” (210). ““Do you mean,” he [Sir
Luke] asked, ‘that you’ve no relations at all?--not a parent, not a sister, not even a cousin
or an aunt?’” (210 emphasis added). Milly has no blood relations, but her arrival in
London marks the beginning of a multiplicity of social relations which would offer her a
kind of salvation, and which would also kill her. It is here that death assumes its additional
signification, not strictly as one’s solitude of being, but as what enables one to transcend
it. Mortality encloses one in their being, but it also makes possible a relation to an outside,
through which this being and death are transcended.

In The Gift of Death, Derrida points out that death, in its non-exchangeability is
also the condition of possibility for exchange as such. The possibility of exchange,
manifested through the social practices of economy and commerce, Derrida argues, stems
not from an originally communal instinct to share and exchange, not from any
commonness or togetherness of existence. Rather, the possibility for economy and
exchange comes from the absolute non-interchangeability of individual life. This non-
interchangeability is the fact of mortality. Directly echoing Heidegger, Derrida explains:
“[b]ecause I cannot take death away from the other who can no more take it from me in

return, it remains for everyone to take his own death upon himself. Everyone must assume
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his own death, that is to say the one thing in the world that no one else can either give or
take” (44). But, continues Derrida, as what cannot itself be exchanged, mortality opens up
the possibility of exchange proper:

[d]eath would be this possibility of giving and taking that actually exempts itself from the same
realm of possibility that it institutes, namely, from giving and taking. But to say this is far from
contradicting the fact that it is only on the basis of death, and in its name, that giving and taking

become possible. (44)

For Heidegger, death marks the utter privacy of Dasein’s Being as its being-towards-
death. When one faces one’s death, “all its [Dasein’s] relations to any other Dasein have
been undone. This ownmost non-relational possibility is at the same time the uttermost
one” (Being and Time 11, 294 emphasis added).

Like Derrida and in contradistinction to Heidegger, Levinas sees death as the
possibility for interpersonal exchange. But Levinas goes as far as claiming that the
otherness of death is so radical that it cannot be assumed even by the one who dies. Milly
cannot grasp her own death not because she fails to properly cognize about it, but because
death is wholly outside cognition. One’s singularity is not issued, as Heidegger sees it,
from one’s possession of one’s own death as the inexchangeable event par excellence, but,
conversely, from the impossibility to “have” death as “my death.” “My” death is, therefore,
assumed, as a radical alterity, from outside my ego and my-self. Ruben Berezdivin traces

the itinerary taken by Levinas in his critique of Heideggerian egoism:

[clontrary to Heidegger’s thesis, it is precisely as myself that I cannot die [...]. The impotence
encountered facing death surrenders my virile activism of comprehension and renders me passive

and capable of hearing a wholly other voice [...]. (Re-reading Levinas 197)
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So that death, like the other person, signals a relation beyond what can be known: a
relation to alterity. Death does not solicit my solitary recognition of my absolute
singularity. Rather, in its radical alienation death evokes for the self the absolute otherness
of the other person, and their mortality. This conception of death, granting primacy to the
other’s mortality over my own, does not deprive one of subjectivity or individuation, nor
does it negate one’s own definite demise. It means, however, that I must assume the
other’s death before my own, and thus meaningfully displaces the proper source of one’s
selfhood by locating it in the exteriority of another’s dying.

It is in this sense that death is the foundation of sociality. Not issuing a radical
separation between people on account of the ultimate “privacy” of death, Levinas
constitutes death as always the “property” of the other rather than that of my-self. This
means that my relation to death is primarily my relation to the other, and to his or her
death. In this type of relation, which substitutes my death with the death of the other, is
already expressed my responsibility towards the other, which for Levinas denotes the
constitution of the ethical as the very origin of subjectivity and self.

In substitution, individuation proceeds from the other to me, through my response
to the other’s death. Individuation is this openness and passivity in the face of the other’s
alterity or death. This positioning, in what Levinas calls “extreme passivity,” is
substitution. In substitution, the other surprises me in his absolute foreignness and thus
finds me in an openness beyond welcome or resistance, a passivity that the other, in his or
her death, inspires. I am “me” insofar as [-am-responsible-for this other’s death. Thus /

can be only through this primordial sacrifice and guilt, in which I assume the full weight of
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responsibility over the other’s death, over their mortality which awakens me into
subjectivity. Subjectivity paradoxically begins outside the self-sufficient ego as a response
and responsibility for the other.

The clandestine participation of death in the workings of sociality comprises the
sacrificial paradigm in The Wings of the Dove.15 The possibility for sacrifice does not, of
course, propose that someone other than Milly would literally die in her place. Kate, for
example, realizes that “Mildred Theale was not, after all, a person to change places, to
change even chances with” (167). And yet, characters are fundamentally affected and
overwhelmed by Milly’s death. Substitution and sacrifice prevail throughout the novel in
the increasing ability of characters to derive their sense of self from their responsibility for
Milly’s mortality. In Book Fourth Mrs. Stringham goes so far as saying: “I’d die for you”
(183); the italics are James’. This structure of substitution, by which the other’s death is
“confused” with one’s own, is the novel’s last say. As in Kate’s assertion to Densher that
Milly “died for you then that you might understand her. From that hour you did” (508).
And in the next sentence: “[s]he did it for us” (508). Finally, in the novel’s last line,
substitution is reinvested with the temporality of the social, in Kate’s last words that they

shall never be again as they were.1¢

15 Sacrifice as “renunciation” has been the subject of many readings of James, but these regard
sacrifice as a wilful abdication of the social relation, and not in the present sense of “substitution.” See for

example Carren Kaston’s Imagination and Desire in the Novels of Henry James (New Jersey: Rutgers UP
1984).

>

16 Another striking instance of sacrifice as substitution is to be found in James’ novella “The
Bench of Desolation” (1910). This is a strange story of substitution in its most extreme form. Herbert
Dodd meets Kate Cookham, years after he refused to marry her as promised and refused also her demand
that he pay her for breaking his promise. This past event affected both their lives, and their renewed
relation confirms their unbreakable but tragic attachment to one another. When Dodd, a widower whose
life, he claims, has been devastated by Kate Cookham’s financial persecution, meets her again, she tells
him: “I did it for you!--I did it for you!” (364), and, “[i]t was for you!, it was for you! [...] and for what or
for whom else could it have been?” (365). Sacrifice borders on absurdity when Kate explains that: “using
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Personal relations thus fundamentally concern a relation to, and a meddling with,
mortality and death. Sociality is never simply a neutral relation, ceremonial, indifferent, or
mechanical. It is, as [ have earlier maintained, a “critical” relation.!” Milly’s introduction to
the London circle of Lancaster Gate is thus already a dealing with death. In light of this,
Mrs. Stringham’s observation concerning the “human predicament” achieves its fullest
meaning. The “human predicament” now includes both the human condition of finitude
and death, and this finitude as the origin of the interpersonal or social relation. The
intertwining of sociality and death was fully contained in Mrs. Stringham’s prophetic
recognition. It would appear that for James in The Wings of the Dove, death cannot be
thought at all except in and as a relation to other people. It is as the event of inter-

personality that death receives its significance, for it cannot possess a meaning in any

personal or cognitive sense.

it for you and using you yourself for your own future--was my motive. I've led my life [...] and, as I've told
you without your quite seeming to understand, I've brought everything five-fold back to you” (370).
Substitution here takes the form of one character leading her life for another, even at his expense. This
“mad” bond between Herbert Dodd and Kate Cookham has thus determined their personal histories over
and above the fact that they have lived apart.
17 See for example Aunt Maud’s relation to Milly, which, like Sir Luke’s relation to Milly, is
defined by the Aunt’s apprehension of Milly’s death. Milly
had the most extraordinary sense of interesting her guest [Aunt Maud], in spite of herself, more
than she wanted; it was as if her doom so floated on her that she couldn’t stop--by very much the
same trick it had played her with her doctor.” (229)
The “trick” alluded to here is Milly’s mortality being her most distinct feature. It is only as the other’s
mortality that death figures in The Wings of the Dove.
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Conclusion: Foreignness and Time

Responsibility for the Other, responding to the Other’s death, vows itself to an alterity that is no
longer within the province of re-presentation. This way of being avowed--or this devotion--is

time. (TO 115 emphasis added)

Levinas’ religious rhetoric describing the ethical-temporal dimension of the social
relation is echoed in Milly’s earlier allusion to Sir Luke as a bishop (WD 203). Milly’s
image of the bishop is not haphazard. She insists to Kate that her relation with Sir Luke is

one involving “judgement” and “absolution”:

I feel--I can’t otherwise describe it--as if I had been on my knees to the priest. I've confessed and

I’ve been absolved. It has been lifted off. (205)!8

In this being “absolved” lies the gift of time and the vanquishing of death through will:
Milly’s new chance to live out each moment as in itself a postponement of death. Milly

thinks of this correlation between “time” and “will” during her wanderings through the

'8 Compare Milly’s religious rhetoric of absolution to Levinas’ rhetoric of pardon as the
accomplishment of time:

this triumph of the time of fecundity over the becoming of the mortal and ageing being, is

pardon, the very work of time. (T] 282 emphasis added)
This analysis of time, at once philosophical and religious, risks being cheapened by its own
“melodramatic” pathos. Levinas’ work, however, intentionally risks this brush with spiritualism, while
simultaneously being firmly grounded in traditional philosophy and in the phenomenological method. I
note the “pull” of melodrama in Levinas® work because it recurs also in The Wings of the Dove. Read as a
long-winded elegy, The Wings of the Dove may indeed invite charges of romanticism and melodrama.
Recognizing the obvious traces of both these sensibilities in the basic structures of The Wings of the Dove,
my reading of the novel nonetheless seeks to show James’ motioning away from them. If the tokens of
Milly’s transformation were no more than a literary metaphor, a symptom of Milly’s imagination, or a
poetic hyperbole, this would have made the novel more--not less--difficult to follow. It is not as some
fantastic or imaginary encounter that James sets up Milly’s encounter with Sir Luke. If the novel’s action
and conclusion are to remain comprehensible and convincing, this encounter, with its exceptional result,
must be believed in their objectivity. Milly’s transformation does finally determine the lives of Kate and
Densher. Milly’s mortal adventure thus takes place outside the confines of her mind. Only as actual
events, extraneous to the interiority of the characters does the novel transcend the pathetic, the fanciful, or
even the hysterical.
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“grey immensity of London™ (213):
grey immensity was what her distinguished friend had, for the moment, furnished her world with
and what the question of “living,” as he put it to her, living by option, by volition, inevitably took
on for its immediate face. (213)

This notion of living by volition also appears in Levinas, for whom

[t}he postponement of death in a mortal wi/l--time--is the mode of existence [...] of a [...] being

that has entered into relation with the Other. (77 232 emphasis added)

What does this notion of “will” as “time” tell us about Milly’s rapturous readiness
to “live” following her meeting with Dr. Strett? After leaving Sir Luke, Milly reflects on

the two modes of living in the form of the novel’s famous chiasmus:

[i]t was perhaps superficially more striking that one could live if one would; but it was more

appealing, insinuating, irresistible in short, that one would live if one could. (217-218)

The first part of the chiasmus (“one could live if one would”) affirms the virility and
happiness of the determined ego. Life is but the effect of one’s decision to live. The
capacity for life arises first in the individual will of the being who strives for life. This view
is “more striking” in its hailing of the human spirit that wills itself to life in a feat of dignity

and might.!® But as Milly thinks next, this is only “superficially more striking.” By making

19°0. Henry’s short story “The Last Leaf” (1907) is the tale of a sick woman who defeats death by
the force of will-power alone. Johnsy is a poor artist dying of pneumonia in a Greenwich Village flat.
Johnsy’s doctor announces (in the manner of the first half of the chiasmus), that the girl could live if she
would: “[s]he has but one chance in--let us say, ten. [...] And that chance is for her to want to live”
(Henry 37 emphasis added). Looking out the window from her sick-bed, Johnsy watches as the ivy vine’s
leaves fall off one by one. She declares that she shall die when the last leaf falls. The weather is foul, the
leaves are falling fast, and Johnsy’s end seems 1nevitable. In the morning, there is only one leaf left. The
wind and rain rage on outside, but still the leaf remains. The following morning, the last leaf is
mysteriously on the vine--and Johnsy lives. In this tale, living by volition means living because one wants
to. Life and death are decided by the personal will, and will, where strong enough, can conquer illness.
But “The Last Leaf” does not actually end on this note of the human will begetting life. Once well again,
Johnsy discovers that the last leaf had indeed fallen off that fateful night. On the wall outside is but a
perfect image of an ivy leaf. Someone had painted it on: “look out the window, dear, at the last ivy leaf on
the wall,” says Johnsy’s friend, “[d]idn’t you wonder why it never fluttered or moved when the wind
blew?” (41). That day, Johnsy’s neighbour, the unknown painter Mr. Behrman, died of Pneumonia. “Ah.
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life itself an effect of human volition, the noble will is attested to in its independence and
originality. But such a conception of individual will as the origin of life is forever
undermined by the demeaning and mundane fact of ageing and death. If life merely
testified to the primacy of the will, why does death betray and degrade the will at every
turn? In the second part of the chiasmus (“one would live if one could”), volition does not
figure independently as the effort of the living being itself. Will is a possibility, an effect of
life, and it continually arises in spite of life’s finitude and death.?0 It is, then, the very fact
that life may be taken up by the one who is doomed to die, which defines human volition.
Furthermore, if the individual will is not its own master, it must reach one from elsewhere.
This is Milly’s discovery at the doctor’s. By inspiring Milly to take up life (“isn’t to ‘live’
exactly what I’m trying to persuade you to take the trouble to do?” [WD 213]), Dr. Strett
confirms that volition is not the property of the imperial ego, but is bestowed on the
subject from the outside, as one’s relation with the other. In this important sense too, the
will to live (“the postponement of death in mortal will”) is synonymous with the gift of
time.

The relation with the other marks a victory over death as a mundane fact. Does not
Levinas® understanding of the pure alterity of the future repeat the Jamesian “lesson” of

The Wings of the Dove concerning the vanquishing of death and the openness to the

future?

Signification comes from an authority that is significant after and despite my death, signifying to

the finite ego, to the ego doomed to death, a meaningful order significant beyond this death. This

darling, it’s Behrman’s masterpiece--he painted it there the night the last leaf fell” (41). (“The Last Leaf.,”
The Gift of the Magi and Other Short Stories. New York: Dover Publications, 1992. 36-41).
20 L evinas: “[flreedom is as it were the by-product of life” (77 165).
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1s not, to be sure, some promise of [actual] resurrection, but an obligation that death does not
absolve and a future contrasting strongly with the synchronizable time of re-presentation

[...]. (TO 114 emphasis added)

Sir Luke cannot take death away from Milly, but he can, and does, grant her a relation
which, as Kate and Densher also learn, transcends the empirical fact of death. Milly must
die, but the fact of her death becomes increasingly less appropriate in explaining the
novel’s course of events as well as its crucial outcome.

Milly’s “condition” allows James to uphold death in its actuality only to thereafter
show this actuality retreat in the face of its own concreteness: death is so concrete that it
cannot have meaning for the subject who dies. Death could retain no meaning for the one
who dies because the very fact of death is the dispersing of the subjectivity which would
try to grasp it. Death remains an unfathomable alterity even to its victim. Only as what
escapes the understanding of the one who dies can death be revealed as the prime modality
of relation between the one and the other. Only as something which is never the subject’s
own (“Milly’s death™ is, to her, an incomprehensible notion) can death then enter into
substitution as what is “exchanged.”

Death’s alterity denies it the allegorical thrust of a moral. Milly’s death is not
“exemplary.” Milly’s fate does not in fact signify the approaching doom of Everyman.
Milly’s death is not, then, as Frederick C. Crews suggests in The Tragedy of Manners, “a
powerful symbol for life and loss, for beauty and the annihilation of beauty” (58). There is
nothing symbolic about death, so much so, that by the end of the novel, death can scarcely
be read as pertaining to Milly herself. “Milly’s death” becomes in the course of the

narrative superfluous and irrelevant. Death is upheld in its utmost alterity and handed over
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to sociality as some invisible cargo, an ethical weight.

When, after seeing the Bronzino painting Milly says “I think I could die without its
being noticed” (WD 201), she is paradoxically right. For her death is quite immaterial. The
event of her death and the welcomed change of circumstances that it brings for Kate and
Densher, go all unnoticed: the young couple still cannot marry, as if Milly were still alive.
Milly’s earlier declaration that “[s]ince I’ve lived all these years as if I were dead, I shall
die, no doubt, as if I were alive” (183) is a promise of an ethereal presence. Aunt Maud

speaks with Densher of Milly’s presence after death:

“Our dear dove then, as Kate calls her, has folded her wonderful wings.”

“Yes--folded them.” [...]

“Unless it’s more true,” she accordingly added, “that she has spread them the wider.”

(477)

Milly’s death is not simply an event of spatial distancing. Milly is not “removed”
from the scene, and James accordingly refrains from describing the actual circumstances of
her death. Death’s significance, which overreaches the fact of death’s occurrence, finally
appears as an authentic temporal sensibility to which Kate and Densher are introduced.
Milly’s alterity, epitomized in her alienation by death, is received by the living in the form
of a new sensation of time.

I have attempted here to unearth this “strange time” in The Wings of the Dove and
to describe its prodigious operation. The novel’s linear time-scheme in which time trickles
away towards death is undercut by the radical notion of time, not measurable as linearity
or span. This new time is made possible through sociality as an event of relation between

the one and the other person as two wholly discontinuous “moments.” Kate’s final “[w]e
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shall never be again as we were!” is not the story’s grave conclusion, but conversely, the
story’s ethical premise: a sort of new beginning. The newness implicit in a “never again as
before™ 1s not the avenging agency of time, but time as absolution and pardon.

Yet even while being undermined, the narrative’s linear and sequential structure
threatens to swallow up that “other” notion of time which is the subject proper of The
Wings of the Dove. Temporality as alterity is effaced in the very act of representation
which makes time accessible. “The unnarratable other loses his face as a neighbour in
narration” says Levinas in Otherwise than Being or Beyond Essence (166). In its
translation into the narrative form, then, time in its authentic temporality is “overwritten,”
and risks being overlooked.?! It is this interplay between the two temporal notions of
representation and alterity which contributes to the novel’s stylistic complexity. Thus, in
discussing James’ late novels, Ruth Bernard Yeazell observes (but this observing already
amounts to an “overlooking”) that

we need to [...] remember just how disturbingly opaque even the most crucial of facts in James’s

late novels may seem. (2 emphasis added)

The Wings of the Dove 1s, on the contrary, the most transparent of novels. Its
misconceived opacity is precisely the effect of concealment that time as what lies (always)

before the drama of representation undergoes. But with the repudiation of ordinary time

21 In “The Human Experience of Time and Narrative” Paul Ricoeur attests the complicity
between the experience of temporality, and narrativity. It is impossible to comprehend time without
running up against paradoxes that render this comprehension problematic and incomplete. It is through
narrative as a language game that the theoretical aporias of time are partially resolved. Ricoeur’s analysis
of temporal structures of narrative is directed against those structuralists who deny the temporal
dimensions of narrative. Ricoeur’s point is that dismissing the temporality of narrative overlooks the
possible “contribution that the theory of narrative could offer to the phenomenology of time experience”
(104). But although he adequately questions the neglecting of temporal aspects of narrativity, Ricoeur’s

(Heideggerian) critique remains within the phenomenological domain of experience, and thus of
consciousness.
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through sociality made to show its face, the reader’s task becomes one of articulating the
Jamesian project, beyond the time of the present, as ethics. Kate’s and Densher’s
encounter with Milly’s alterity is a more profound education (and redemption) than any
“moral.” Levinas’ comment that “[t]he absolutely foreign alone can instruct us” (77 73)

seems to strangely resound James’ own devotion to all things foreign.
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Chapter 2 - Miracles of Arrangement: Structures of Multiplicity and the

Birth of Justice in Henry James’ The Golden Bowl.'

“Your ‘perversity,” my dear, is exactly what I don’t understand.” (The Golden Bowl 315)

I am definitely not a Freudian. (Emmanuel Levinas, Entre Nous 113)

1. The “Logic” of Multiplicity: Polygamy, Perversity, and the Ethical Premise

A difficulty occurs in reading The Golden Bowl (1904) with the intention of
rethinking the “Jamesian™ through the works of the late period. Whereas 7he Golden Bow!
stands chronologically as the culmination of the major phase, and whether or not it marks
James’ ultimate success (R. B. J. Wilson) or failure (F. R. Leavis), there is a sense in
which The Golden Bowl remains apart, even outside James’ succession of works
comprising the later period (from, say, The Awkward Age [1899] onwards) as a work of
an incalculable caliber.” Part of the difficulty in approaching The Golden Bowl derives from
the fact that this work seems at first to defy one’s expectations (or hopes) of reading a

novel.’ Book I reads, not unlike the first Division of Heidegger’s monumental Being and

' I shall be referring to the two volumes of The Golden Bowl--The Prince and The Princess--
respectively as Books I and 11. Each of the two main Books comprises three parts (running from Book
First to Book Sixth). In order to avoid confusion between Books I and I1, and Books First to Sixth when
quoting, I shall refer only to the page number in the Penguin edition. The Penguin edition uses the text of
the 1909 New York Edition (Scribner’s, Volumes 23, 24).

? Nicola Bradbury’s makes this point when she says that “The Golden Bowl, though written
shortly after The Wings of the Dove and The Ambassadors, differs from them not simply in degree but in
kind” (Henry James: The Later Novels 123).

* The Golden Bowl’s immensity of scale is experienced firstly, in the negative, as the difficulty in
merely getting through the novel. The Golden Bowl posits certain genuine reading inhibitions. Some
readers have, not uninterestingly, accused the novel of simply being “boring,” a charge which has not
been taken up in a “serious” literary debate, perhaps itself having been dismissed as boring. But the
charge of “boredom” is not entirely void. As Fanny Assingham puts it to her bemused husband:
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Time, as a dense and wholly coherent study of “relations,” as rigorous as Levinas’
metaphysical ethics, The Golden Bow!’s closer philosophical companion. That 7he Golden
Bowl may be “the last straw” on the back of prose fiction is implicit in critical titles such as
R. B. J. Wilson’s Henry James’s Ultimate Narrative: The Golden Bowl, and Gabriel
Pearson’s “The Novel to End All Novels: 7he Golden Bowl.”

The Golden Bowl’s exceptional place on the limits of fiction is, I argue, a result of
the way in which the novel treats the central idea of personal relations. Like its two main
predecessors, The Wings of the Dove (1902) and The Ambassadors (1903), The Golden
Bowl is fundamentally concerned with the unfolding of personal relations. Relations in the
late novels transcend the merely thematic: they are not simply vehicles for exploring a
variety of issues but constitute the novels’ major point of interest. And yet, the idea of
“relations” in The Golden Bowl is devised even more economically than in the previous
works.

Most striking is the peculiar relational set-up of the four main characters, Maggie
Verver, Adam Verver, Charlotte Stant, and Prince Amerigo. Maggie and Adam continue
their intense familial relationship in spite of Maggie’s marriage to the Prince and Adam’s
subsequent marriage to Charlotte; and the Prince, while married to Maggie, is romantically

involved with Charlotte. The four appear to be hopelessly entangled in each other’s lives,

“[n]othing--in spite of everything--wi// happen. Nothing sas happened. Nothing is happening” (GB 320).
Such a lack of activity is as difficult for readers to comprehend as it is for Colonel Assingham, but it may
in fact be a good place to begin thinking about what does happen in the novels, and why. Low “action”
levels indicate that what is “happening” is happening elsewhere, away from the surface of plot and
experience. It also suggests that James may be concerned with a different sort of “action.” This relocation
and redefinition of action again brings one to Levinas, for whom the interpersonal relation between the
self and the other is characterized by an “extreme passivity” and an absence of active conscious intention.
The ethical is thus a relation which does not “take place” in any ordinary sense, and James’ “slowness™ of
plot may be said to reflect the passivity of the ethical relation.
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and in addition to their “party of four” there is also Fanny Assingham who assisted in
bringing about both marriages, and who remains as involved in the intimate lives of the
four as they themselves are.

This essay attempts to examine the particular “logic” by which personal
relationships in The Golden Bowl are conceived of and represented. I argue that
relationships in The Golden Bowl are handled structurally, as arrangements of people in
relation. Both the rhetoric and the plot of 7The Golden Bowl are thus devoted to “placing”
and “replacing” characters in relation, and to tracing the consequences that such
(re)positionings have on the overall structure. The Golden Bowl may appear, at first, to be
a story of adultery and restitution, and most works of criticism indeed approach it in this
manner, as variations on the themes of adultery and the restoring of the marriages. Yet,
the novel’s relationships do not proceed from a “monogamous logic” which pairs
characters together in couples (familial, marital, or extra-marital). Rather, relationships are
conceived, perversely, as fundamentally polygamous. By “polygamy,” I refer to the way in
which the four main characters are simultaneously multiply attached to one another in a
manner that resists the formation of monogamous or exclusive couples.

James’ use of “perversity,” a term which haunts the novel throughout, is not,
therefore, a feature that distinguishes Maggie’s close relationship with her father, nor is it
a feature of Amerigo’s extra-marital relationship with Charlotte. “Perversity” does not
signify either the Oedipal (Maggie’s relationship with Adam) or the adulterous
(Charlotte’s relationship with Amerigo). On the contrary, “perversity” renders these

models of relation unintelligible. 7he Golden Bowl offers a model of relations whose
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“extraordinary perversity” (312) precisely resists the reduction (and regulation) into the
categories of the psycho-sexual (the Oedipal) and the socio-political (the adulterous).
Instead, “perversity” seems to denote the possibility for personal relations as such. Both
James’ use of the “perverse” and my corresponding use of “polygamy” express a particular
way of thinking about relationships as fundamentally multiple: as the non-exclusive yet
absolute attachment between the self and the other person.

Wilson’s (curiously under-cited) study of The Golden Bowl describes the novel’s
narrative structures and strategies as “multivalent.” “Multivalence” indicates a multiplicity
of vantage points and of values from which the reader views the novel’s events.* James
achieves this multiplicity of vantage points through carefully dividing the two Books of
The Golden Bowl in a way which distributes the reader’s attention between the four main
characters. Such a careful distribution of attention prevents the possibility for moral

simplifications, based on the privileging of one character (primarily Maggie) over the
others: -
Among these four figures [Maggie, Adam, Charlotte, the Prince] the reader’s attention is divided
in such a way as to make impossible any exclusive identification of sympathy or--and this is more

significant--any choice of any one of these four figures as an exclusive vantage point from which

to view the unfolding drama. (Wilson 44)

Wilson’s notion of multivalence is extremely helpful because it demonstrates the

operation of a rationale of multiplicity at the narrative level. And yet I wish to claim that

% In chemistry, the term “multivalence” is used to describe a substance “having a combining
power of more than one atom of hydrogen,” or one which is “efficacious in more than one direction”
(Stedman’s Medical Dictionary. Baltimore: Williams and Wilkins, 1976. 891). Chemical multivalence

seems to perfectly convey the condition of the “human particles” in The Golden Bowl. I am grateful to Jeri
Johnson for this point.
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this multivalence, which illustrates that “the authorial interest is always apparently in a
quartet and never in duets” (Wilson 45 emphasis added) already discloses the multiplicity
of personal relations. The multiplicity of relations in fact sets the basis for the kind of
narrative multiplicity which Wilson skillfully demonstrates in the text, thereby establishing
a priority for the ethical over the “narrative.””

Significantly, Wilson sees narrative multiplicity or multivalence as the novel’s
innovative achievement, and consequently as James’ greatest success as a radical writer.
Wilson notes that

despite the critical industry that thrives on his later works, the full extent of James’ radicalism as
an experimentor in prose fiction has not been sufficiently recognized. Perhaps it has been
overlooked, as Joyce’s for instance could never be, because of those James works immediately
preceding it, and it can be mistaken for being merely different in degree from the work of James

the First and James the Second rather than different in kind. (6)

Wilson intimates a close relation between Jamesian multivalence and Jamesian radicalism.
I shall presently hold that James’ radical experimentation in prose through “multivalence”
corresponds to a profound “logic of multiplicities” (Dialogues viii) which this multivalent
style at all times betrays. The kind of radicalism at work in 7The Golden Bowl, then,
transcends the highly innovative style and extends to the ideas informing and supporting
James’ multivalent narrative techniques.

Wilson identifies three types of critical approaches to 7he Golden Bowl. The first

takes Maggie and Adam Verver as the centre-point of the novel. Many critics have relied

> To be sure, the ethical and the narrative levels of the text cannot be wholly distinguished from
one another. However, “narrative” broadly refers to the formal techniques employed by James. whereas
“ethics” refers to the central place devoted in the novel to ideas of interpersonality.
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on the second half of the novel to justify concentrating on a single vantage point--
Maggie’s--from which to explain the novel as a whole. It has been argued, consequently,
that Book II “revises,” presents a development or a correction of (whether it be a
desirable correction from the critic’s point of view or not), Book I;* and that because
Book II is handed over to the reader predominantly from the point of view of Maggie’s
newly awakened consciousness, it is Maggie who is finally the novel’s central agent whose
development (from a daughter into a woman, from a commoner into a Princess) the novel
traces. The second type of critical approach centres on Charlotte and the Prince, as does
F. R. Leavis, for example, in the course of his rebuking of The Golden Bowl in The Great
Tradition (160). Yet Leavis’ (reluctant) sympathy with Charlotte and Amerigo is what
remains, so to speak, of his intense dislike of Maggie and her father.

The third critical approach, says Wilson, is a more fruitful one for it complicates
matters by identifying in James what has by now become the author’s (in)famous
“ambiguity.”’ Wilson’s notion of multivalence and my own notion of the multiplicity of
relation are, however, quite distinct from “ambiguity.” The multiplicity which presides
over the narrative need not denote (narrative or authorial) indecision or contradiction.
Furthermore, as multivalent, the narrative need not fuse contrasting elements, a fusion

which points to some unresolved narrative tension. On the contrary, James’ narrative fuses

® This has been argued in a variety of ways by critics like Bersani, Seltzer, Nussbaum, and
Walton.

7 See for example Dorothea Krook’s The Ordeal of Consciousness in Henry James, where Krook
devotes several pages to the ambiguity in The Golden Bowl. She writes that “[a]mong the many problems
presented to the critic of The Golden Bowl, one important one (at least) remains to be considered: that of
James’s particular use of ambiguity [...]” (310). The main ambiguity in 7he Golden Bowl 1s not, as it is in
The Turn of the Screw, for example, a question of establishing what really happened. It is, rather, “the
question of the Ververs’ motive” (314). The possible fusion of good and evil in the Ververs is James’
ambiguity of the late style (320). See also Edmund Wilson’s essay “The Ambiguity of Henry James™ (The
Triple Thinkers: Twelve Essays on Literary Subjects. London: Penguin, 1962. 102-150).



80

multiple elements in a manner which allows them to coexist rather than to compete for
sovereignty. Moreover, the temptation to resolve the difficulties of The Golden Bowl by
turning to “Jamesian ambiguity” as a main feature of James’ late style may in fact
constitute what Mildred E. Hartsock calls an “unintentional fallacy.” In her article

“Unintentional Fallacy: Critics and The Golden Bowl,” Hartsock writes:

[t]here are, in fact, three areas of what might be called “unintentional fallacy” in critical writing
about The Golden Bowl: the common use of invalid criteria; the frequently careless or inattentive
reading of the text when that text is perfectly clear; the attribution of a critic’s own

incomprehension to an excessive ambiguity in James. (273 emphasis added)

As I hope to show, ambiguity does not adequately signify what is happening in 7%e
Golden Bowl, if by ambiguity one maintains in late James some fundamental incongruity or
opacity.®

In the sections that will follow, I wish to “translate” Wilson’s claim concerning the
multiple authorial stance, from the level of narrative to what I call the ethical level of the
multiplicity of personal relations. Such a job of translation is really the unearthing of the
ethical premise of James” text. “Ethics” as it is used here does not indicate a moral maze
of social conventions and transgressions in which the characters of The Golden Bowl may
be said to wander. Ethics is employed in the manner derived from Levinas to designate the
way in which the characters remain wholly and intimately open to one another, regardless
of their official engagements, in the state which I have defined as “polygamy.” Ethics is

that openness and attachment. The events of Book I revolve around this chaotic state of

® See the concluding section of the previous chapter on The Wings of the Dove (72-73), in which
I argue against Ruth Bernard Yeazell that far from being “opaque,” James’ late style aims for maximum
transparency. Both claims, that of James’ transparency and of his likewise coherence, follow directly from
the disclosure of an ethical premise in the late novels.
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indiscriminate openness. The subsequent separation into pairs which occurs in Book 1I
does not amount to a “correction” of the “errors”--the alleged transgressions--of Book I
rather, it illustrates the birth of social order (of monogamy, of the institution of marriage)
out of the polygamous relations of Book I. The emergence in Book II of a social order
which breaks up the multiplicity of relationships into organized and proper couples, 1 call
the birth of the order of justice. The order of justice in Book Il is derived by necessity
from the so-called injustices of Book 1. The relation between Books I and 11 is, therefore,

one of continuity, and not, teleologically, one of revision, progression, or regression.

2. “Extraordinary Perversity”

The final chapter of Book I is devoted to the conversation between Fanny
Assingham and her husband Colonel Assingham. The conversation follows the couple’s
return from Matcham without the Prince and Charlotte, and Fanny’s subsequent meeting
with Maggie, during which Fanny feels that Maggie has undergone a mysterious change.
Fanny cannot easily articulate what it is about Maggie that strikes her as different, yet she

insists that Maggie has made her “think of her differently” (302):

“I can’t say more [...] than that something in her face, her voice and her whole manner acted

upon me as nothing in her had ever acted before [...].” (307)

Towards the end of the chapter, Fanny finds the proper term to describe Maggie’s
transformation: ““now,” she said, ‘I see! I mean,’ she added, ‘what you were asking me:
how I knew to-day in Eaton Square that Maggie’s awake’” (321 emphasis added).
Maggie has woken up to a realization (a realization which, however, is not identical with a

knowledge of Amerigo’s adultery) concerning her situation. She has, in other words,



82

woken up to what Fanny a little earlier calls the “tolerably obvious oddity of their
[Maggie’s and Adam’s] relation” (319). By the end of Book I, then, it is clear that the
situation which involves the four main characters (and Fanny by extension) has reached a
limit, and that a change in Book IT must follow.

Fanny’s and the Colonel’s exchange prepares the reader for the second part of the
novel, and it emphasizes one of the Assinghams’ important roles as the reader’s
interpreters. The Assinghams’ explanatory position, simultaneously inside and outside the
main foursome, is indispensable to the understanding of the novel’s “logic.” The couple
act as an aid to the bewildered reader who, along with the Colonel, stammers and lags
behind the novel’s racy logic. By having to stop and explain things to her husband, Fanny
allows the reader to “catch up” with the book’s otherwise self-contained and non-

<<

explanatory manner. In addition to their explicatory role, the couple’s “analytical sessions”
(Krook 310) establish Fanny’s own implication in the polygamous structure. The
Assinghams’ conversations thus contrast two models of relation. On Fanny’s part, these
conversations clearly illustrate her deep involvement in the lives of the four and position
her as a fifth wheel in what Maggie will later call the “family coach.” The Colonel’s voice
of simplicity and reason, on the other hand, objects to and resists the complex communal
structure of mutual attachments to which his own wife is a party.

The Colonel is described at the Foreign Office ball as “always lonely at great
parties” (215). He remains slightly detached from the intertwined social circle of the

Ververs, though his uncomplicated and comic isolation appears as a slightly inferior

substitute to Fanny’s abyssal personal entanglement. Fanny’s entanglement has been
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determined from the start, for it was she who introduced between Maggie and Amerigo in
Rome (94). Indeed, the novel’s first chapter has the Prince reflecting on the peculiar
nature of Fanny’s “meddling.” This is also the point at which the idea of perversity makes
its first appearance. Amerigo knows on the eve of his marriage to Maggie Verver that

Fanny Assingham

has made his marriage, quite as truly as his papal ancestor had made his family--though he could
scarce see what she had made it for unless becanse she too was perversely romantic. He had
neither bribed nor persuaded her, had given her nothing--scarce even till now articulate thanks;
so that her profit--to think it vulgarly--must have all had to come from the Ververs.

Yet he was far, he could still remind himself, from supposing that she had been grossly

remunerated. He was wholly sure she hadn’t [...]. (55 emphasis added)

Fanny lacks a definite (or vulgar) motive for bringing about Amerigo’s marriage. In the
absence of a reason for Fanny’s actions, the Prince can only think that “she too was” (in
addition to whom? himself? Maggie? Adam?) “perversely romantic.” What does this
perversity mean?

Perversity initially defines the characters’ (self-proclaimed) confusion of their
official social/sexual roles. Maggie’s conversation with Adam in which the possibility of
Adam’s marriage to Charlotte first arises is one example of such confusion. Following
Mrs. Rance’s predatory marital manoeuvres, the possibility of Adam’s marriage and the
effect that Maggie’s own marriage to the Prince has on such a possibility can no longer be
ignored:

“[w]e must think together--as we’ve always thought. What [ mean,” she went on after a moment,
“is that it strikes me I ought to at least offer you some alternative. I ought to have worked one out

for you.”
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“An alternative to what?”

“Well, to your simply missing what you’ve lost--without anything being done about it.”

“But what have 1 lost?”

She thought a minute, as if it were difficult to say, yet as if she more and more saw it.
“Well, whatever it was that before kept us from thinking, and kept you, really, as you might say,
in the market. It was as if you couldn’t be in the market when you were married to me. Or rather
as if I kept people off, innocently, by being married to you. Now that I’m married to some one
else you’re, as in consequence, married to nobody. Therefore you may be married to anybody, to

everybody. People don’t see why you shouldn’t be married to them.” (162)
This remarkable dialogue reveals an unusual relation between father and daughter.
With its seemingly explicit suggestion of incestuous desires, the passage appears to
subscribe, all too readily, to an Oedipal structure. Consider, for instance, the description of
the two in which Maggie’s behaviour with Adam resembles that either of a lover or of a
young child :
she interrupted the process first to give his necktie a slightly smarter twist and then to make up to
him for her hidden madness by rubbing her nose into his cheek according to the tradition of their
frankest levity. [...] She kissed him, she arranged his cravat, she dropped remarks, she guided
him out, she held his arm, not to be led, but to lead him, and taking it to her by much the same
intimate pressure she had always used, when a little girl, to mark the inseparability of her doll
[..]. (382)
Or consider Fanny’s declaration to her husband that Maggie
“dresses really [...] as much for her father [...] as for her husband or for herself. She has her room
in his house very much as she had it before she was married--and just as the boy has quite a
second nursery there, [...] if Charlotte, in her own house, so to speak, should wish a friend or two

to stay with her, she really would be scarce able to put them up.” (302)



85

The psychosexual, then, seems to offer a suitable model for interpreting the familial
relations in The Golden Bowl.®

Accordingly, Hugh Stevens begins his article “Sexuality and the Aesthetic in 7he
Golden Bow!” by establishing this sexual premise. The institution of marriage, claims
Stevens, functions as a regulating and civilizing framework for the containment of lawless
sexual desire:

[t]he novel returns again and again to the question of the marriage, which survives through the
renunciation of incest and the denial of adultery. Ubiquitous desire is replaced by an insistence

that sexual desire can be channeled solely through the marital bond. (55 emphasis added)

For Stevens, Maggie’s process of regulation and suppression, her “renunciation of incest
for desire within marriage™ (67) is not celebratory because it is rooted in the “cultural
process of exclusion [of the Jew, of Charlotte]” (67). More important, this is a process
which must remain incomplete, or, like the bowl itself, flawed. Stevens’ analysis operates
within the limits of the psychosexual and social models which accordingly determine the
novel’s themes as “incest” and “adultery.” Yet, the question is not one of evaluating the
novel’s teleological logic--positively as Maggie’s successful “acquisition of agency and an
adult sexuality” (67 ), or negatively, as Maggie’s acts of repression and exclusion. It
remains irrelevant whether Stevens finally endorses or deplores the novel’s workings of
these categories. The question is whether or not The Golden Bowl at all subscribes to this
type of logic. The failure to contain desire, which results in the reading of the novel’s
ending as “flawed,” in effect offers a reworking of the familiar question of Jamesian

ambiguity: does the end of the novel betray a failure which leaves the novel open-ended

? See, for example, Beth Sharon Ash’s “Narcissism and the Gilded Image: A Psychoanalytic
Reading of The Golden Bowl” Henry James Review 15 (1994): 55-90.
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(Skelnicka 60), undetermined (Craig 136, 143-44), or flawed (Stevens 67)? The difficulty
of applying the psychosexual and sociological categories such as the category of the
Oedipal, without thereby resorting to different versions of ambiguity, stems from the
novel’s resistance to these categories and signals back to the novel’s particular use of
“perversity” as wholly, as utterly, “extraordinary.”

“From the moment the dear man married to ease his daughter off,” explains Fanny
to her husband, “it then happened by an extraordinary perversity that the very opposite
effect was produced--!"” (312 emphasis added). Fanny is referring to Maggie’s and Adam’s
part in bringing together Charlotte and the Prince, but the Colonel does not follow: “Your
‘perversity,” my dear, is exactly what I don’t understand” (315). Fanny then explains that

perversity is precisely a matter of everyone’s good will, and of the unique relation between
all four. The foursome suffers from being

“too much taken up with considering each other. You may call such a mistake as that by

whatever name you please; it at any rate means, all round, their case. It illustrates the misfortune

[...] of being too, too charming.” (315)
Fanny also asserts everyone’s innocence, and this time, it is innocence which is
“extraordinary’:

“[t}hat they were. Guileless all at first--quite extraordinarily. It’s what I mean by their failure to

see that the more they took for granted they could work together the more they were really

working apart.” (316 emphasis added)

Perversity and guilelessness miraculously coincide. Both derive from a single set of
conditions, that of the multiple structure of relations that ties all four people together,

ultimately enabling them to intimately relate outside their designated social roles. Thus
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Maggie continues to perversely connect to her father, and Charlotte and the Prince find
themselves attached as if neither were married to another. “Perversity,” then, is not a
feature of each “anti-social” relation in itself, be it Maggie’s and Adam’s relationship or
Charlotte’s and the Prince’s, but'a communal feature of the “tolerably obvious oddity of
their relation, all round” (319). Perversity does not occur between pairs, but is a result of
the multiple relations between all four. The extraordinary quality of perversity in The
Golden Bowl, can therefore be understood precisely as the transcending by the perverse of
any particular type of relation. Perversity does not denote a deviation from social and
sexual norms, but is external to the realm of the “natural” altogether, hence its
(supernatural) designation as “extra-ordinary.” The Golden Bowl, then, dissociates the
“perverse” from both the social (adulterous) and the psychological (Oedipal). Instead,
perversity appears as a property of the multiple structure of relations, a structure whose

every segment-in-relation is minutely traced by Book I."

3. Polygamy and Substitution
With Maggie’s declaration to Fanny in Book II that “T live in the midst of miracles
of arrangement, half of which I admit are my own” (401), the sense of the importance of

structure, of positioning, and of place in conceiving of interpersonal relationships is

"% Levinas explains that the relation between the one and the other person is a relation which
occurs wholly outside consciousness (and therefore, for Levinas, also wholly outside the unconscious,
which he sees an as intrinsic albeit deficient mode of consciousness). The relation to the other is therefore
a relation to an “exteriority, which is neither objective nor spatial. [...] Irrecuperable in immanence, and
thus outside the order (or command) of consciousness, exteriority is obsessional, nonthematizable, and
[...] an-archic. We might go so far as to say ‘extra-ordinary’ (Basic Philosophical Writings 82 emphasis
added). It is this sense of the extraordinary that James attributes to the relations between the four
characters in The Golden Bowl: relations so extraordinarily perverse that their perversity exceeds the
perversity contained by the order of the Freudian (un)conscious and thematized as the “Oedipal.”
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reissued with vigour. How do these “miracles of arrangement” confirm a multiplicity of
interpersonal attachments?

Characters in The Golden Bowl are so intricately mutually involved as to be
“mixed up” (100) in one another’s “case.” When Colonel Assingham tells Fanny that the
others’ “case” has by now “ceased to be yours”(100), this merely allows Fanny to argue
more emphatically that her relations with the other four are inescapably her affair, and that

she is indeed essentially bound by her relations:

“[o]ur relation, all round, exists--it’s a reality, and a very good one; we’re mixed up, so to speak,

and it’s too late to change it. We must live /» it and with it.” (100)

This state of being bound by relation is neither conditional nor circumstantial, but rather,
itself forms the basic premise for the events that follow. Thus, James sets up the drama of
The Golden Bowl first and foremost as the drama of a milieu, and not as a drama of
solitary consciousnesses which merely interact with one another but which nonetheless
remain isolated and autonomous. And if one takes Fanny’s statement concerning the
fundamental state of being attached “all round” as an appeal to this primacy of the milieu,
it becomes increasingly clear why “adultery,” strictly understood as the deviation from an
exclusive attachment between two individuals, fails to describe the events that follow
Charlotte’s marriage to Adam. The reader, of course, learns early on that the Prince is
already attached to Charlotte at the time of his acquaintance with Maggie. And although
this past relation, as Fanny says, dictates a given premise which may or may not
complicate the Prince’s present attachment to Maggie, Fanny’s expectation at first appears
to be that the Prince repudiate his old tie with Charlotte in favour of his new tie with

Maggie. That such repudiation, or, to anticipate the rhetoric of Book II, separation, fails
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initially to take place is neither contingent, incomprehensible, or immoral, but a direct
result of the novel’s “logic” of polygamous attachments.

“Polygamy” challenges the readings of adultery and betrayal, since these rely on
the logic of exclusivity--on the monogamy of personal attachments--for their meaning. But
no such monogamous logic operates at the basis of The Golden Bowl. The novel’s
multiple attachments exist simultaneously in a delicate yet vital balance: the novel’s
famous notion of the “equilibrium.” As Maggie suddenly realizes at the end of the second
chapter of Book II, before deciding to “extract™ herself from the odd social structure in
which she has thus far been so placidly positioned:

[o]f course they were arranged--all four arranged; but what had the basis of their life been

precisely but that they were arranged together? (356)

The multiple arrangements ““all round” of the four main characters lead to a
disruption of the logic of causality at the level of plot. What occurs to one of the arranged
four is rendered in terms of its effect on the other three. Consequently, characters do not
consider their actions as primarily private experiences, but more as “communal
happenings.” Adam’s marriage to Charlotte is one example of such a disruption.
Following Adam’s conversation with Maggie at Fawns and Charlotte’s arrival in England,
Maggie and Amerigo depart for Italy, which the Prince, “in a beautiful fit of
homesickness” (180) has longed for some time to revisit. They leave Adam and Charlotte,
“to whom he [Adam] was by this time conscious of addressing many remarks” (180), on
their own, and the two go together to Brighton to visit an antique dealer, Mr. Gutterman-

Seuss, as part of Adam Verver’s efforts of collecting rare and fine objets d’art.
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It is in Brighton that Adam proposes to Charlotte: “[w]e’ve had, as it seems to me,
such quite beautiful days together that I hope it won’t come to you too much as a shock
when I ask 1f you think you could regard me with any satisfaction as a husband” (193).
What follows this formal proposal is a typically Jamesian discussion of the possible
implications of marriage for Adam and Charlotte. Charlotte seems vaguely averse to the
idea of marriage. She dryly comments that marriage to Adam would better her social and
economical situation, but that she does not “see why, for what I speak of [...] for a mere
escape from my state--I need do quite so much” (194). Adam proceeds to question her
more specifically about her objection. He refers to what seems like an obvious obstacle
(despite references to Adam’s relative youth, for example, 315), to their difference in age:
“[o]f course, yes--that’s my disadvantage: I’m not the natural, I’'m so far from being the
ideal, match to your youth and your beauty” (195). But Charlotte has something quite
different on her mind. She is thinking of some great price that the marriage will exact, and
Adam realizes that Charlotte’s reluctance to marry him has nothing to do with “their
disparity” (195) of age: “he had already, before she spoke, the dim vision of some
objection in her mind beside which the one he had named was light, and which therefore

must be strangely deep” (195).

“You don’t understand me. It’s of all that it is for you to do--it’s of that I’'m thinking.” (195)

Charlotte is not thinking of an inestimable price that marrying Adam would oblige her to
pay, but rather of what such a commitment would entail for Aim. Charlotte’s objection has
everything to do with the implications that this marriage carries with it not only for

Charlotte and Adam, but, to a no lesser degree, for Maggie and the Prince. Adam’s and



Charlotte’s proposal scene is striking on the grounds that it addresses marriage,

polygamously, as an affair between four. Adam explains to Charlotte that Maggie

“feels the [...] [difference] she made herself by her own marriage--made I mean for me. She

constantly thinks of it--it allows her no rest. 7o put her at peace is therefore,” he explained,
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“what I'm trying, with you, to do. 1 can’t do it alone, but I can do it with your help. You can make

b

her,” he said, “positively happy about me.’
“About you?” she thoughtfully echoed. “But what can I make her about herself?” (196

emphasis added)

The passage initially exercises a disruption of the logic of cause and effect by
disengaging characters’ motivation for action from the personal or subjective: characters
desire to act for other characters. This is not a matter of weighing the possible
consequences of one’s actions on those to whom one is closest, not a matter of Adam’s
and Charlotte’s kind consideration for Maggie. What The Golden Bowl performs is a
radical rethinking of the very notion of agency. The passage displays a disparity between
motivation and subjectivity: Adam does not derive his motivation to marry Charlotte
strictly from his own self, nor does he intend his marriage to satisfy a rigidly personal
need. Adam regards his personal needs as synonymous with his daughter’s. It is as if
Adam’s motivation originates outside himself, in Maggie.'' Charlotte puts this clearly by
asking: “[dJon’t you appear rather to put it to me that I may accept your offer for
Maggie’s sake?” (197 emphasis added). But she continues by objecting that “I don’t so
clearly see her quite so much finding reassurance, or even quite so much needing it.”

(197). Charlotte’s objection does not contest Adam’s manner of thinking about his own

" A similar “substitution” between characters occurs also in The Wings of the Dove. See

particularly my discussion of the novel’s famous chiasmus and the “will” to live as originating outside the

subject, in the previous chapter (67-69).
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marriage through and for his daughter, but merely suggests that Adam’s understanding of
Maggie’s needs is inaccurate. By now Maggie has, quite literally, replaced Adam and
Charlotte as the key to the question of their own marriage. Adam continues to insist that
Maggie

“hadn’t for a long time been so happy about anything as at your being there with me.”

“I was to be with you,” said Charlotte, “for her security.”

“Well,” Adam Verver rang out, “this is her security. You’ve only, if you can’t see it, to

ask her.” (198)
The chapter draws to a close with the couple’s agreement that Charlotte should wait for
Maggie, not only to support the marriage, but possibly, to demand it:

“aren’t you promising me to abide by what Maggie says?”

Oh she wanted to be sure she was. “Do you mean she’ll ask it of me?”

It gave him indeed, as by communication, a sense of the propriety of being himself
certain. Yet what was he but certain? “She’ll speak to you. She’ll speak to you for me.” (199

emphasis added)

Confirming Adam’s earlier conversation with Maggie in which they decided together that
Charlotte is the sole possible candidate for Adam’s marriage, Adam and Maggie emerge
here as operating, the one for the other, in complete “concert” (257).

But Adam’s and Charlotte’s proposal scene ends with the further inclusion of a
fourth wheel: the Prince. “Remember,” says Adam to Charlotte of Maggie’s anticipated
endorsement of the marriage,

“remember that in wiring to you she’ll naturally speak even more for her husband than she has
done in wiring me.”

It was only at a word that Charlotte had a demur. ““Naturally’--?”
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“Why our marriage puts him for you, you see--or puts you for him--into a new relation,
whereas 1t leaves his relation to me unchanged. It therefore gives him more to say to you about

it.” (207)

The question of Adam’s and Charlotte’s marriage is now inclusive of both Maggie and the
Prince. It has become a delicate affair of four. The passage reverberates with irony as
Adam speaks of Amerigo’s so-called “new relation” to Charlotte. But it 1s most
suggestive, perhaps, in Charlotte’s subtle insinuation of Adam’s perversity, in her laconic
repetition of the word “naturally.” At this point in the novel, Charlotte is not yet fully
absorbed into the lives of the trio, and she therefore maintains a critical distance from
which she regards Adam’s way of thinking about Maggie’s marriage to Amerigo as far
from “natural.”

By marrying Adam, then, Charlotte would grant Maggie security, security which,
however, is indistinguishable from Adam’s own. Through their all-consuming
responsibility for one another, father and daughter have become virtually interchangeable.
Charlotte, on her part, would marry Adam in order to “make Maggie right” (199), that is,
in order to legitimize Maggie’s own marriage by relieving her from her bad conscience,
her sense that by marrying the Prince she had forsaken her father.'

As the proposal scene demonstrates, characters in 7he Golden Bow! think
themselves through other characters. It is as if consciousness were “located” at the level of

relation between characters, as that relation itself.”* The structure is one of substitution,

'2 More insidiously still, marrying Charlotte would enable Maggie and Adam to remain together.
For this reason, no other bride will do.

'3 Cameron’s Thinking in Henry James has been most influential for the development of this
point. As I have maintained in my Introduction, Cameron’s book was the first to elaborate on how the
notion of “consciousness” or “thought” is disengaged from subjectivity and psychology. Though
Cameron’s study is not concerned with the ethical dimensions of late James, Cameron’s treatment of
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whereby characters appear and act as interchangeable rather than as independent beings.
This is not because characters are confused about who they are, but because their
identities as distinct entities are available to them solely through their relations to one
another. There is, then, for Adam, a fundamental difficulty, even an incoherence, in

thinking of himself outside of his relation with his daughter:

success would be great [...] if the measure of relief effected for Maggie should at all prove to have
been given by his own actual sense of felicity. He really didn’t know when in his life he had
thought of anything happier. 7o think of it merely for himself would have been, even as he had
just lately felt, even doing all justice to that condition--yes, impossible. But there was a grand

difference in thinking of it for his child. (187 emphasis added)

There is nothing sacrificial about Adam’s way of thinking. He does not want to “give up”
the freedom of his single state in order to spare Maggie the unease about her own
marriage. Adam’s willingness to marry is the recognition of his fundamental bond with
Maggie, of their intertwined happiness, a happiness which exists only in the form of their

relation itself.

4. Utility and Objectification

Implicit in this structure of substitution is a sense of the other person’s
unprecedented instrumentality. The structure of substitution, represented by the
preposition “for” of the “one-for-the-other” (a formulation recurrent in James and in
Levinas alike), is accompanied by the rhetoric of radical objectification and

commodification so familiar in James. Many critics have noted that the language of money

consciousness is crucial to thinking about interpersonal relations as precisely that which exceeds
subjectivity or individual consciousness.
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and of commodities is regularly applied to people, signifying a powerful subjection of the
human to regimes of domination."*

In the article “The Traces of Capitalist Patriarchy in the Silences of The Golden
Bowl,” for example, Mimi Kairschner claims that money and financial imagery participate
in the novel’s process of the concealment and naturalization of

the culturally idealized patriarchal and bourgeois familial relations of late nineteenth century

England |...]. (187)
The Golden Bowl displays the structures of domination which belong to the novel’s
particular “historical moment” (188) of late Victorianism. The main target of Kairschner’s
critique is Adam, who is “a collector, not only of objects but of people” (189). Both the
Prince and even the Principino are part of Adam’s human collection (190), and Charlotte
too 1s assimilated, as an object, into Adam’s world

merely to be “useful” concerning Maggie [whose relation with Adam is “symbiotic”] and to

perform “worldly” social functions for the Verver clan. (191)
Adam, the (undoubtedly evil) “family patriarch” (190) exercises a covert regime of
capitalist domination over those around him. From Amerigo’s and Charlotte’s visit to
Gloucester in the third part of Book I (GB 293),

the remainder of the book is an attempt to right this probable violation [the possibility that
Charlotte might have the Prince’s baby!] and to alter the relations among the characters so that

another possible future illicit union can never occur. [...][Maggie] must not at all costs name her

'* For an early discussion of money imagery, see Gale (202-205). Leavis sees the “objectification”
and appropriation of Charlotte and the Prince by the Ververs as the amorality of The Golden Bowl: “James
clearly counts on our taking towards his main persons attitudes that we cannot take without forgetting our
finer moral sense--our finer discriminative feeling for life and personality” (The Great Tradition 159).
Later commentary on the subject includes works by Torsney, Allen, and Chernaik to name but a few. In

addition, the Henry James Review is devoting a special issue (Fall 2000) to the subject of “material
James.”
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fears to Adam, her father, the patriarch. To do so would be to explode these unspoken fictions by
which they all lived. The “unthinkable” price for her--that of separation from her father--is
preferable to an utterance that would name their real situation, and it must be paid in order to
retain the structure of familial relations appropriate to the socio-economic order [...]. (Kairschner

192)

Kairschner’s Marxist analysis of covert capitalist/patriarchal domination bears some
resemblance to Stevens’ reading of the novel’s repression of desire. For like Stevens,
Kairschner sees the novel’s aesthetic strategy as repressive (or concealing), and thus as
exercising those same structures of domination which the novel thematizes.

And yet, far from concealing it, The Golden Bowl seems to flaunt the rhetoric of
commodification in a provocatively explicit manner. Take for example Amerigo’s anxious

musings on the state of his attachments:

[h]e met the decent family eyes across the table [...] only to read in them [...] a kind of
apprehension in which the terms and conditions were finally fixed and absolute. This directed
regard [...] was, to the Prince’s fancy, much of the same order as any glance directed [...] to the
figure of a cheque received in the course of business and about to be enclosed to a banker. It made
sure of the amount--and just so, from time to time, the amount of the Prince was certified. He was
being thus, in renewed instalments, perpetually paid in; <ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>