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      Introduction

      
      Touch is a philosophically complex sense integral to conversations about embodiment,
         liminality, and spatial relations. This is especially true of touch as hypothesized
         and framed in nineteenth-century thought. In the mid- to late-Victorian period, literature
         is a site where the ethics of intersubjective interaction is represented through a
         focus on tactility in novels, short stories, poems, and plays. From the middle of
         the nineteenth century onward, there is a marked shift in literature—instances of
         depicted tactility increase in prominence—creating symbolism with discursive weight
         and highlighting sociocultural repercussions and a social ethics of interaction. The
         preoccupation with tactility in literature allows for the interpretation and representation
         of cultural and historical phenomena, which is important in relation to an historical
         study of gendered embodiment. The 1860s are the turning point of this symbolic shift
         where the Contagious Diseases Acts suggest and reinforce a social and cultural preoccupation
         with tactility. In the past decade of Victorian and nineteenth-century scholarship,
         there has been much written on the importance of touch and the intersection of the
         sensory, embodiment, and materiality (Briefel 2018, Capuano 2015, Cohen 2009). In
         the chapters that follow, I build on this scholarship to propose that tactility is
         an embedded language in literary texts, and that in the mid- to late-Victorian era
         in England, touch has important intersections with memory, what is embodied, and what
         is carried forward on the skin. Touch is the language of how bodies interact with
         their environment and with others, where the residue of those tactile moments informs
         and is informed by sociocultural conceptualizations of proximity and closeness. The
         ethical structures that are highlighted through the narration of tactility are highly
         gendered, indicating an ability or inability to negotiate space and place, and it
         is a negotiation with moral weight where corporeality is described or (re)inscribed.
         This gendered tactility is also reinforced through a depiction of providing and receiving
         care by and through the body which resonates with the structure of an ethics of care
         more recently seen in bioethical theory.
      

      
      Touch is a particularly useful sensation in terms of the analysis of space and embodiment
         for it is the only sensation that is not limited to one specific epistemological frame.
         Touch can be used to describe the function and use of the other four sensations: sight,
         hearing, smell, and taste. As Wendy Parkins suggests, “the senses could offer a valuable
         and different mode of knowledge not accessible through more rational means, such as
         a unique mode of sympathetic connection with the wider world,” but more importantly
         “in an era of rapid industrialization, urbanization and increasing democratization,
         the Victorian sensorium was under assault as never before” (Parkins 2011) in the nineteenth
         century. The complexity of the sensory was rapidly being elaborated, and it is a complexity
         that we are still navigating today. We can touch others through vision in the framing
         of our look or glance and this can be done with violence or voyeurism, and even the
         science behind how the human eye sees starts with a touching of light upon rods and
         cones in the eye. A haptic understanding, which as an adjective comes into currency
         as early as the 1860s and with more use in the 1890s (Oxford English Dictionary) is sparked from a movement from a focus on sight to how that can be conceptualized
         as touch. The sense of taste occurs through the touching upon the tongue. Hearing
         occurs through sound waves and touch through vibration. As well, we recognize smell
         when scent molecules stimulate our olfactory receptors and neurons. Thus, a complete
         sensory and bodily experience can be described through the complexity of touch and
         various tactile interactions.
      

      
      By isolating the tactile threads found in literature, a gendered understanding of
         the body becomes apparent which has the ability to reclaim forgotten subjects and
         bodies from the margins of discourse, or allow for a new conceptualization of subjects
         who become disembodied by being referenced only through occupation. Through an analysis
         of the depiction of touch and tactility characters are no longer only or simply a
         prostitute, a cook, a maid but a subject who is gendered female with personhood. Tactility
         allows female characters to reclaim or maintain subjectivity and not become objectified
         through their employment. Touch makes characters nouns instead of the verbs connected
         to what they do as employment. As Kimberly Cox suggests in her discussion of the roles
         of hands “[b]y the fin-de-siècle, hands were considered not only agents of the mind but also indexes of character,
         markers of intellect, and measure of class standing” (Cox 2016, 113). The characters’
         hands speak to who they are in terms of employment, and their touch makes their position
         real. Touch can also position characters in different social spaces and allow a character
         who is gendered female to move from being contained within a domestic sphere to instead
         become part of the public sphere and public discourse. More importantly, by going
         beyond the objectification seen in an emphasis on employment, this repositioning can
         address sociocultural and socioeconomic awareness. Therefore, touch allows female
         characters to be defined and depicted beyond the visual, beyond the necessarily voyeuristic
         frame of the marketplace which is premised on a relationship between consumption and
         embodiment. Looking at narratives for descriptions of touch and tactility is a movement
         from a preoccupation with sight and the eye to (in)corporate and suggest the haptic
         that is at work in these narratives. As I will demonstrate, it is a haptic haunting,
         an embodied residue that reaffirms corporeality and positionality.
      

      
      Because of a preoccupation with the visual, the female character that emerges within
         Victorian literature and culture is often disembodied, disassociated, and in some
         instances even dismembered. She is broken into pieces—here her heart that cares for
         her family, there her hair that shines like gold—the narrative description moving
         from part to part just as the eye flits and scans the surroundings, just as the eye
         scans lines of text as we read. Touch allows these parts to be brought together in
         a cohesive whole; touch gives the narration a point of focus, a center where the sensory
         can combine. Touch smooths the lines between disembodied parts and reinforces outlines
         and limits of the body. The emergence of a preoccupation with tactility within literature
         becomes a way to create and renegotiate an embodied whole and the positionality of
         the body within class structures. Thus, the character who is gendered female can become
         a subject and not a parade of disembodied objects and parts.
      

      
      This need for subjectivity is particularly important in texts where the female character
         is nameless, or where the female character is only defined or depicted through body
         parts or pieces of clothing. An example of this is Dante Gabriel Rossetti’s “Jenny”
         where Jenny seems to be simply a disembodied head—hair, mouth, and eyes—until a “lazy
         lily hand” (D. G. Rossetti 1881) makes an appearance halfway through the poem. In
         a poem where vision is given primacy, the complete contour of the body is seemingly
         disrupted, and an intact corporeality is denied until a part of her body that is not
         only her head is mentioned—and that part is the hand. These hands, and the tactile
         framework they provide, become more common in literature with the enactment of the
         Contagious Diseases Acts in the 1860s. With the Contagious Diseases Acts a primacy
         of vision is replaced with a focus on the female body as a site of tactile interaction
         and inspection. The Acts highlight a gendered corporeality, and emphasize a need to
         reconceptualize boundaries of touch, and more importantly to define an ethics of tactile
         interactions complete with its limits and limitations.
      

      
      The Contagious Diseases Acts

      
      This book will frame the Contagious Diseases Acts as a primary force behind conceptualizing
         touch socially and culturally in Victorian England. The enacting of the Contagious
         Diseases Acts coincides with hapticity being part of a theoretical and intellectual
         framework, but also the term tactile becomes more common (Google Ngram Viewer 2020)
         starting from the 1860s onward. The Acts are an important place to start with touch
         in Victorian literature and culture for the Acts were proposed as a means to protect
         a specific corporeality, the military body, from suspected corporeal infection caused
         by illicit touch, but was policed through a violating touch posturing as medical enforcement.
         Enacted as a response to the spread of sexually transmitted diseases among military
         men in port towns, the first Contagious Diseases Act was passed in 1864. The third
         provision of the Act had arguably the most influence on the conceptualization of tactility
         and the role of touch in intersubjective interaction: “power is given to the superintendent
         of police to bring up before a justice any common prostitute resident in any place
         to which the Act applies, or if resident within five miles of such place, who shall
         have been within its limits for the purpose of prostitution; and such justice is empowered
         to order her to be subject to a periodical examination by the visiting surgeon for
         a year” (Ker 1870, 331). This provision opens space for two problematic actions to
         be taken by police, one is that now women in militarized towns could be suspected
         of prostitution with little proof, and two that those suspected of prostitution could
         be forcibly examined periodically. The Acts were seen as a preventative measure; the argument being that the legislation
            was required to contain and prevent the spread of disease through contact, in particular
            through sexual contact, in port towns and army towns. Previous cases of contagious
            diseases, such as the plague, were scientifically theorized using another sensory
            framework—miasmic theory. As Allan Conrad Christensen states in his book Nineteenth-Century Narratives of Contagion:

      
         The concern to understand the mechanisms of contagion prompted a widely engrossing
            debate between the proponents of germs and the infectionists or “miasmists.” The traditional,
            widely-accepted contagionist paradigm lost ground after 1832 to what R. J. Morris
            calls “miasmic thinking,” which attained the “high noon” of its ascendency in the
            summer of 1849. It then began to give way to the eventually victorious theories involving
            germs or bacilli (Christensen 2005, 4).
         

      

      These germs or bacilli were thought to be transmitted through direct physical contact,
         which was a departure from a miasmic theory of transmission that suggested that disease
         was transmitted through the air—a movement from the sense of smell being part of the
         cause, where these airborne particles can enact illness, to a need for a physical
         touch on the body for transmission. These are the very questions that we are still
         working through with COVID-19 research. Venereal disease required tactile contact
         to be spread, a sexual tactile contact that highlighted how intersubjective interaction
         was conceptualized, especially gendered intersubjective interaction, and the need
         for this gendered intersubjective interaction to be legislated and closely monitored.
      

      
      With the enactment of the Contagious Diseases Acts, the framing of tactility and a
         foundational ethics of touch within Victorian England demonstrated an emphasis on
         the belief that the health of a nation can only be maintained if touch is kept at
         a distance, thus a promotion of an absence of touch, while simultaneously reinforcing
         that this containment of ill health can only be done through legislated medical inspection
         requiring proximity and tactile inspection. Touch becomes necessary in these instances
         in order to inspect or police the female body, specifically female genitalia. This
         ethics of touch as I define and use it throughout the chapters that follow are the
         values and morals that frame and police intersubjective interaction through tactility.
         The ethics of touch is reinforced through an exploration of how interactions are represented,
         depicted, contextualized, and narrativized. The Contagious Diseases Acts and the discourse
         of touch that is present in overt and covert ways in mid- to late-Victorian literature
         become inextricably connected. The novels, short stories, and poems written after
         1860s until the end of the Victorian era, more than a decade after the Acts were repealed
         in 1886, continue to reflect a preoccupation with the legislation of touch and how
         a social and political policing of touch frames intersubjective relations. The Contagious
         Diseases Acts in fact solidified a preoccupation with tactility and highlighted a
         tension where touch needed to be essentially socially absent yet was always politically
         present. The Acts also in fact legally sanctioned tactile interaction; where physical
         inspection of women using hands and/or a speculum were a preventative measure and
         comprehensive means of protecting the military body. Touch was framed as the way disease
         was spread, and symbolically this raised larger issues of the need to contain desire,
         and the female body. The depiction of tactility in Victorian literature thus serves
         as a marker for larger social and cultural attitudes about sex and the importance
         of the discourse of purity and contamination in general.
      

      
      The Acts are in a real way a political and legislative acknowledgment of the commercialization
         of sex and thus suggested a need to review what was accepted sensory and bodily interaction.
         As Trevor Fisher suggests, the Acts were passed despite the knowledge that “any system
         of medical inspection, if enforced against the wish of the women, would prove delusive”
         (Fisher 1997, 80). Newspapers and journal articles discussing the Acts in 1864 highlighted
         that for a large percentage of the population of England, the Acts were seen as a
         mere extension of bodily inspection laws that were already enacted and were necessary
         legislation to keep the sanctity and security of the country. An example of this is
         seen in an article in the March 19, 1864 edition of The Lancet as cited in Fisher’s Prostitution and the Victorians: “if

      
      
      
         
      

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      The Ethics of Touch in Etiquette Manuals

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      Categories and Keywords of Touch

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      Reciprocal Touch

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      Tactile Architecture

      
      
      
      
      
      Self-Touch

      
      
      
      
      
      Telepathic Touch

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
   toc_nav.xhtml

      
         
            		Title Page


            		Acknowledgments


            		Introduction


            		Reciprocal Touch as Touching Me, Touching You


            		Touch That Reinforces Architecture—Embodying Tactile Performance


            		Homosocial, Homosexual, and Touching the Self


            		Telepathic Touch in “The Withered Arm” and “Mrs. Zant and the Ghost”


            		Manus Ex Machina


            		Conclusion


            		Bibliography


            		Index


            		About the Author


         


      
   

images/14-W01-cover.jpg
EMBODYING THE TACTILE
IN VICTORIAN LITERATURE

Touching Bodies/Bodies Touching

ANN GAGNE





images/15-logo_tm.tif.png





