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Abstract
“Biopolitics, Female Choice, and First Wave Feminism” argues that the shift allowing
women to enter the public sphere hinged on integrating Charles Darwin’s theory of
sexual selection into political discourse. Authors writing in genres as diverse as science
fiction, psychological realism, the Gothic, and the imaginary journey deployed the logic
of female choice in arguing for the emancipation of women, demonstrating that the
circumscribed roles for women in Britain and the US were non-natural, cultural
constructions. Moreover, basing their suffrage arguments on female sexuality and
procreation meant embracing and explicating a line of political thought which reified
nineteenth century notions of race hierarchy, which were themselves bolstered elsewhere
by Darwin. Appropriating the power within sexual dynamics afforded to non-human
species by scientific theory, white women characters adopted the assumptions of racial
superiority that undergirded the popular understanding of evolutionary progress, using
techniques of government revealed by Michel Foucault’s late work in order to persuade
the men around them to support women’s suffrage. Plotting the arc of this persuasion—in
novels from Edward Bulwer-Lytton, Henry James, Bram Stoker, and Charlotte Perkins
Gilman—demonstrates the increasing freedom afforded to white women at the expense
of reinforcing non-scientific Victorian notions of race and eugenics, justifying the
adoption of biopolitics by twentieth century governments through a seemingly feminist
political shift.
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Introduction
We can understand, first of all, the link that was quickly—I almost said immediately—
established between nineteenth-century biological theory and the discourse of power.
Basically, evolutionism, understood in the broadest sense—or in other words, not so
much Darwin’s theory itself as a set, a bundle of notions (such as: the hierarchy of
species that grow form a common evolutionary tree, the struggle for existence among
species, the selection that eliminates the less fit)—naturally became within a few years
during the nineteenth century not simply a way of transcribing a political discourse into
biological terms, and not simply a way of dressing up a political discourse in scientific
clothing, but a real way of thinking about the relations between colonization, the
necessity for wars, criminality, the phenomena of madness an mental illness, the history
of societies with their different classes, and so on.
—Michel Foucault, Society Must Be Defended (1976/2003)
Darwinism met with such overwhelming success because it provided, on the basis of
inheritance, the ideological weapons for race as well as class rule and could be used for
as well as against race-discrimination. Politically speaking, Darwinism, as such, was
neutral and has led, indeed, to all kinds of pacifism and cosmopolitanism as well as to the
sharpest forms of imperialistic ideologies. For political discussion, Darwinism offered
two important concepts: the struggle for existence with optimistic assertion of the
necessary and automatic “survival of the fittest” and the indefinite possibilities, which
seemed to lie in the evolution of man out of animal life and which started the new
“science” of eugenics.
—Hannah Arendt, “Race-Thinking Before Race” (1944)
In these passages, Foucault and Arendt point to the way that Darwinism’s
thoroughgoing adoption as scientific theory in the late nineteenth century also meant that
it was adopted into political discourse, especially useful for constructing ideological
hierarchies. But they also demonstrate implicitly the messiness that resulted from this
adoption. Foucault points to the broad range of the discourse that fell under the heading
“evolutionism,” which went beyond Charles Darwin’s own writing into a set of widelyheld notions about biology that were not containable within a single scheme; the writings
of Darwin’s contemporaries, both supporting Darwin’s theory and attacking it, were also
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part of the political discourse opened up by the biological. Arendt sees Darwinism itself
as politically neutral, which allows it to be used in service in a multitude of ideologies,
even those as incompatible as cosmopolitanism and Nazism. Gillian Beer agrees, writing
that “even now, the articulation of Darwinian theory is fraught with multiple meanings”
and “Darwin can be seen either as providing a grounding vocabulary for colonialism, or. .
.equally as resisting ‘intrusion’” (xxi). Adopting Darwin’s theory was not the
straightforward application of Darwin’s words to social dynamics; it was a dialectical,
muddled enterprise, with multiple facets of theory and ideological purposes in contention
with one another. What this dissertation attempts to rediscover—and to study being
played out in prose fiction—is an additional aspect of Darwinism, little noticed by either
Foucault or Arendt: Darwin’s own work on sexual selection and its consequences in The
Descent of Man and Selection in Relation to Sex (1871).
While some scholars believe that the explosive reputation of Darwin’s Origin of
Species (1859) overshadowed his later work, given Origin’s implication that human
beings were merely products of evolution and not divinely constructed all at once, the
controversy surrounding the concept of sexual selection in The Descent of Man belies this
assessment. As Julian Huxley has observed, “None of Darwin’s theories has been so
heavily attacked as that of sexual selection” (quoted in Mayr, 87). Ernst Mayr reminds us
that “Darwin published his theory of sexual selection during a period when even natural
selection was rejected by most of his contemporaries” (90). Because Darwin was
unfamiliar with Mendelian genetics as he was writing about sexual selection, the
mechanism for how offspring inherited their individual parent’s qualities was unknown to
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most people until 1930,1 when Ronald Fisher offered the working theory known as the
modern synthesis (de Beer 192).2 Such scientific uncertainty meant that writers and
political actors could adopt explanations from a variety of “Darwinisms” as they suited
their ideological purpose, accepting, rejecting, simplifying, or distorting elements as they
saw fit. Such confusion is not surprising given that, as is the nature of science, Darwin’s
work was constantly in a state of refinement and revision, with The Origin receiving
multiple editions with substantial alterations during Darwin’s life as new information was
discovered and new counter-arguments were addressed.
These years of debate make it difficult to untangle how these scientific ideas
became political discourse. The extreme importance of The Origin, in combination with
the uncertainty around sexual selection, meant that not only was the debate about The
Origin more loudly fought in the period, but that modern scholars have focused far less
attention on the ideas in The Descent. We can see this tendency in work like Nancy
Armstrong’s Desire and Domestic Fiction, which calls The Descent “Darwin’s
afterthought to the Origin” and a “companion piece” that Darwin was “strangely
compelled” to write (221, 39); likewise, Bert Bender writes of American literary critics
“that most of the critics who have considered the question [of Darwinism] think only or
mainly of the Origin of Species and thereby overlook the far greater impact that Darwin’s
later work had” (7). It is therefore unsurprising that both Foucault and Arendt’s definition

1

See Morton, chapter 6, “Nemesis without Her Mask: Heredity before Mendel.”
In addition to combining Darwinian biology and Mendelian heredity, Fisher was a longtime member of
the Eugenics Society (UK) and wrote book reviews for Eugenics Review. Bernard Norton writes that
Fisher’s work “shows a strong influence of social factors on the path of science,” and that “Fisher worked
as he did because he was an ardent eugenicist” (Norton 222, 223). I include this information not as a
tangent, but as a reminder that the study of human biology and evolution is intrinsically bound up with an
ideological insistence on eugenics and unscientific hierarchies of human beings.
2
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of Darwinism above gives short shrift to sexual selection even as Darwin himself devoted
hundreds of pages to the topic.
Even if that theory was only slowly and haltingly adopted, however, the
publication of The Descent “shifted the focus of evolutionary debate on to man’s
inheritance and future” (Beer 170) at a moment of high political upheaval and change.
The political situation in Europe and the US was in such ideological flux that the reliance
on scientific ideas to explain gaps in knowledge became increasingly attractive. Darwin’s
writing and publishing of The Descent coincided, from 1867-1872, with the publication
of Das Kapital; the Reform Act of 1867, which enfranchised working class men in the
UK; the founding of the National Women’s Suffrage Association (US) and National
Society for Women’s Suffrage (UK); the ratification of the 14th and 15th Amendments to
the US Constitution, which, at least in law, granted civil rights to African Americans and
forbid racial discrimination in voting; the Wyoming Territory enfranchising women
voters with the first such law in the world; the Paris Commune; the founding of the
German Empire and Otto Von Bismarck becoming Chancellor. The year 1872, which
saw a new edition of Darwin’s Origin revised to explicitly include female choice, would
also see the presidential nomination of Victoria Woodhull as the first woman candidate,
with Frederick Douglass, the first Black candidate to run for president in 1848, acting as
her running mate, and the first illegal vote by Susan B Anthony, for which she was fined
$100. The seeds for the political conflicts of the twentieth century are clearly being
planted at this point: the open conflict between socialism and capital, the rise of
nationalism as a political force (and thus the two World Wars), the enfranchisement of
women, the civil rights of African Americans, and even The Scopes Monkey Trial (1925)
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find an origin at this particular historical juncture. Darwin’s vast influence—Beer quotes
Freud in naming Darwin’s theory one of the “three blows” against human narcissism
(9)—means that these seeds were planted by Darwin’s work and infused with his ideas,
so much so that the conflicts that follow over several decades are necessarily Darwinian.
This dissertation takes a small step toward understanding the connection between
Darwin’s theories in The Descent and the altered forms of discourse which followed it,
all the while maintaining a focus on Darwin’s own words and how The Descent functions
as an interlocutor with important novels of the fin de siècle. More specifically, since one
of the most radical aspects of The Descent is the introduction of female choice as a
biological mechanism,3 this dissertation focuses on the linking of sexual selection with
permutations of the Woman Question, permutations which conform to Foucault’s
assertion that sexuality, procreation, and heredity increasingly become sites of biopower
in the nineteenth century. The Descent’s radical refiguring of the role of the female; its
explicitly hierarchal connection between white civilizations over other races and human
species over other species; and its emphasis on individual actors working, perhaps
instinctively or perhaps consciously, within a biological system: all of these suggestions
inaugurate new possibilities in feminism, eugenics, and biopolitical power. In thinking
through the Woman Question via Darwin’s new idea, late Victorian writers both establish
how women’s biology could validate feminist calls for increased rights for women and

3

Female choice is radical in two senses. First it is one of the few elements of The Descent that is not at
least implied by The Origin; sexual selection is purely concerned with male-on-male battle until after
1871, when, as Graça da Silva notes, Darwin edited The Origin to add the potential of female choice in the
section on sexual selection (Graça da Silva 154-155). Second, in connecting human beings biologically to
other animals, most of whom rely exclusively on female choice of decorated males to procreate, Darwin
undermines the “natural” condition of women as subordinate (weaker, less intelligent, less capable, etc)
to men and demonstrates its cultural (and therefore alterable) basis, even if Darwin himself attempted to
suppress this interpretation.
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reify the biopolitical techniques of power that would become increasingly important in
the twentieth century.
In order for us to better understand how the Woman Question and sexual selection
became more and more intertwined over a fifty-year period, this study takes up prose
fiction published between 1870 and 1920 in the form of five novels—Edward BulwerLytton’s The Coming Race (1871), Henry James’s The Bostonians (1885-6), Bram
Stoker’s Dracula (1897), and Charlotte Perkins Gilman’s Herland (1915) and its sequel
With Her In Ourland (1916)—because prose fiction was itself a site within the long
nineteenth century for the development of political discourses. Though some early
novelists of that era had a tendency to repress or marginalize their political concerns, as
when Mary Shelley transfigures racist hierarchies into the relationship between her
creature and his “master” or Jane Austen critiques the militarization of Britain during the
Napoleonic Wars through a runaway marriage, the success of such politically-engaged
writers as Charles Dickens, Elizabeth Gaskell, and William Makepeace Thackeray meant
Victorian novels became increasingly direct in their ideological concerns. Critics like
Gillian Beer, George Levine, Bert Bender, and Richard Kaye have demonstrated that the
circulation of Darwin’s theories in the fiction of the period was both a response to the
great upheaval evolutionary theories had on the reading public and an attempt to repress,
work-through, or otherwise integrate Darwinism within the world as they understood it.
Novelists integrated Darwinism into the structure of their novels, but they also began to
comment directly on the science itself and some of them, at the same time, began making
explicit political arguments within their narratives. The struggle for existence, the implied
hierarchies of species and civilizations, and the potential for sweeping, if slow-moving,
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change became as integral to the late Victorian novel as the marriage plot. Such is the
case with the novelists in this study. By invoking, respectively, elements of science
fiction, psychological realism, the Gothic, and the imaginary journey, the authors I study
here at once remake the novel in light of Darwin’s theories and present their readers with
the political potential that the theories opened up. Though they differ in multiple respects,
the novels I am examining here deal even more explicitly with their ideological concerns
than earlier texts of the nineteenth century and often address the reading public directly
with political argument. They therefore represent a larger tendency of novels in the
period, and examining them in depth allows us to more clearly see the concerns which
shook this stormy, transitional time.
While each of the novels in this study approach Darwinian questions on their own
terms, they all have one aspect in common: it is women characters, of varying political
power, who examine their potential mates in biopolitical terms. Moreover, their power to
make such discriminations—most succinctly captured by Foucualt’s phrase “‘make’ live
and ‘let’ die” (Society, 241)—is based in the logic of female choice, which both examines
mates for their agreeable qualities and creates images of mates that are worthy of desire.
As Foucualt argues, sexuality came to exist in disciplinary mechanisms focused on the
body, “but because it also has procreative effects, sexuality is also inscribed, takes effect,
in broad biological processes that concern not the bodies of individuals but the element,
the multiple unity of the population” (251). Sexuality becomes a major arena of power in
the nineteenth century, and the idea of female choice grants women biologicallyinscribed access to power over sexuality. Female choice, if turned from a concept into a
reality, gives women power over population and transforms suffragettes into agents of
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biopolitical power, extending the franchise to them while restricting the power of those
outside the white bourgeois norm. Women characters in the four novels I examine—Zee
from The Coming Race, Olive Chancellor in The Bostonians, Mina Harker in Dracula,
and Ellador in Herland and its sequel—each insist on their Darwinian right to choose
their mates and, in so doing, attempt to alter the behavior of their mates to better
approach the norm valued under feminist biopolitics.
In this manner, all the novels studied here deploy a version of the marriage plot
that Armstrong identifies thus: “novels were supposed to rewrite political history as
personal histories that elaborated on the courtship procedures ensuring a happy domestic
life” (38). Each of the novels rewrites the political conflict of women entering the public
sphere as a conflict embedded in a courtship newly redefined by Darwin’s theory. Rather
than remaining confined to the genre of domestic fiction, however, each novel uses the
imaginative possibilities embedded in a different type or sub-genre of the novel in order
to think through the ramifications of increased political power for women.4 By examining
the different genre conventions taken up by the four different novels—science fiction in
The Coming Race, psychological realism in The Bostonians, the Gothic in Dracula, and
the fantastic voyage in Herland and its sequel—we can see how they come to depict the
increasing power of women to redefine gender equality through biopolitics.
Though largely unknown to readers today, Edward Bulwer-Lytton’s The Coming
Race was an enormously popular final novel by a writer who, in his own time, was
spoken of in the same breath as Dickens. The Coming Race has itself occasionally rivaled
Frankenstein for recognition as the first science fiction novel. Darko Suvin places the
birth of UK science fiction at its publication date, and while this is in some ways an
4

Armstrong herself notes that domestic fiction is not unique in its political work (39).
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overstatement, the political causes that Suvin identifies for this “birth” fits nicely with my
own argument: “there is no doubt that the immediate stimuli were the Franco-Prussian
War and the Paris Commune of 1871 and, in a more diffuse way, the political
regroupings in the UK attendant upon the 1867 suffrage reform” (Suvin 148). BulwerLytton deploys his science fiction as a way of grappling with ideological anxieties of the
period, which, as I have noted, included the conflicts over Darwinism as a major
ingredient. And though it also fits within the genre of utopian or dystopian fiction, it is
the science-fictional element of Vril that is most pertinent to this dissertation. “Vril” is a
mysterious power that the novel’s titular race can manipulate which resembles at points
electricity, nuclear power, telepathy, and telekinesis; using this power allows the race to
fly, to control machinery, to clear land and build, and completely destroy anything that
they wish, from individual creatures to whole species. Though the narrator of the novel
can refer to Vril only in terms of electricity, even directly citing the experiments of
Michael Faraday for the reader,5 the variety and intensity of Vril’s uses in the novel can
be categorized as “Imaginary Science”; after all, writers of science fiction “use the
language and history of technoscience to evoke the coherence and correspondence of the
scientific worldview—but always with the freedom to violate, stretch, ironize, and
problematize it” (Csicsery-Ronay 111). As “[V]ril operates throughout the novel in ways
that strikingly anticipate nuclear technology,” it can also be said to stretch, violate, and
problematize the increasing power of humankind over natural forces (Christensen 179).

5

The narrator quotes Faraday at length: “‘I have long held an opinion,’ says that illustrious
experimentalist, ‘almost amounting to a conviction, in common, I believe, with many other lovers of
natural knowledge, that the various forms under which the forces of matter are made manifest, have one
common origin; or, in other words, are so directly related and mutually dependent that they are
convertible, as it were into one another, and possess equivalents of power in their action’” (Bulwer-Lytton
46).
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In Bulwer-Lytton’s own words, “I did not mean Vril for mesmerism, but for electricity,
developed into uses as yet only dimly guessed” (qtd. in Lytton 466). Even the word Vril
itself functions as a science fiction novum, a concept named by Suvin, which refers to
“the central imaginary novelty in an SF text, the source of the most important distinctions
between the world of the tale and the world of the reader” (Csicsery-Ronay 47). The Vrilya, the coming race from the novel’s title, not only take their name from this mysterious
fluid, but Vril, “acquired by hereditary transmissions,” is the source of “certain
distinctions which make it a different species” from the human reader (Bulwer-Lytton,
qtd in Lytton 466). Thus Vril is not just an expansion on a familiar technological concept;
it is also the main distinction between the reader’s world and the fictive one, allowing the
Vril-ya to live as a subterranean race far more powerful than human beings. But in
addition to functioning within the conventions of science fiction, Vril has a secondary
function as a symbol of political control in the novel. Chapter 1 outlines the ways that
Vril works both as a symbol of hereditary transmission—through and against the theory
of sexual selection—and as a measure of the social power that women would wield in a
world that accepted female choice as a biological reality.
If The Coming Race is science fiction, even if it also comports with other genres,
my move to a novel by Henry James might seem to be a strange shift in direction. The
psychological realism that James deploys in The Bostonians, with its insistence on
realistic situations, psychological depth in its characters, and historical references, does
make for a great contrast to the relatively thin plot and characterization in Bulwer-Lytton.
These aspects of the novel make up what Alwyn Berland calls “the remarkably
penetrating study of Olive Chancellor” which “leaves little for a later science of
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psychiatry to add but the jargon of labels” (163). I am not here to reduce James to a
psychiatrist, however; nor do I want to claim his novels as simple recitations of what we
(generally) recognize together as “reality.” Such a claim might lead to adjudicating
whether James’s novel is in some way wrong when compared to the historical moment it
seems to represent.6 I am instead taking from Lynda Zwinger the idea that “In James’s
figure, which is the Jamesian equivalent to argument, reality does not take priority—it is
neither prior to nor more real than experience” (10). The novel’s political conflict is
predicated on discordant experiences of reality on the part of the main characters, and
James’s narrator exists as much to assign thoughts, notions, and beliefs to characters as to
declare certain interior aspects off limits to history. Such a facilitation on the part of the
narrator, or perhaps on the part of James, demonstrates the ways in which the novel plays
with the expectations of genre in order to explore the Woman Question. Thus the narrator
drops into the psyches of Basil, Olive, and Verena in order to lay out the conflict for the
reader, but is often ambiguous and ambivalent when he/she/it does so. This technique
mirrors the work Darwin himself does in The Descent; because he is admittedly unable to
“know” what an animal is thinking in pursuit of a mate, he must analogize their behavior
to human beings’ and then extrapolate their “thinking” in terms of his own. This
extrapolation is why The Descent insists on the aesthetic beauty and appreciation of its
subjects, an insistence that The Bostonians shares; aesthetic beauty is a point of overlap
between objective reality and subjective experience. But James goes even further by
making Verena’s psyche the terrain where the sexual selection conflict is fought. By
having Basil and Olive use quasi-mesmeric (even, I will argue, vampiric) persuasion to

6

For a discussion on the ways that The Bostonians “is so misleading, so gravely and insidiously wrong”
about its historical setting, see Habegger 225-229.
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fight over Verena’s political opinions, James calls attention to the constructed nature of
each character’s psychology. One of these psychological aspects is the political
ideologies that dictate how his characters interact with one another. In Chapter 2, the
triangular structure of desire that Darwin’s theory implies as natural even to human
beings, is queered through having a man and a woman struggle for control of a second
woman. This queer structure, unique among James novels and arguably genre-creating in
its own right,7 is overlaid by the political question of women’s suffrage that struck James
as being particularly American and particularly salient at the moment of The Bostonians’s
composition.8
If James’s novel can be said to function in a late-nineteenth century subgenre of
psychological realism, Bram Stoker’s Dracula is an apotheosis of the Gothic vampire
plot, which has by now had a long existence in the nineteenth century. While in some
senses Dracula is an evolutionary throwback to earlier forms of the Gothic (especially in
its epistolary format), it nevertheless is “up-to-date with a vengeance” in its deployment
of genre conventions: its epistles are in shorthand, typewritten, and on phonographs; it
grafts the “antiquated or seemingly antiquated place” of Dracula’s castle onto modern
London’s asylums (Hogle 2); and Dracula himself is at once the ruddy peasant corpse of
European folklore and the wealthy aristocrat popularized by John Polidori’s The Vampyre
(1819), the “penny dreadful” Varney the Vampire (1845-47), and J.S. Le Fanu’s Carmilla
(1872).9 David Glover makes this point, arguing that Dracula’s characters and the reader

7

See Hurley, page 150.
“I wished to write a very American tale, a tale very characteristic of our social conditions, and I asked
myself what was the most salient and peculiar point in our social life. The answer was: the situation of
women, the decline of the sentiment of sex, the agitation on their behalf” (James 20).
9
Barber makes a striking point about the distinctions between folklore and fiction that are nevertheless
collapsed in Dracula: The fictional vampire “sucks blood from the neck of the victim, for example, while
8
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are “forced to confront a horror whose very existence seems to compromise any
possibility of securing the line between the modern and the premodern” (58). Dracula’s
reinvention of the Gothic for the fin de siècle is in clear ways a response to the anxieties
opened up by evolution in general, but especially by the theory of sexual selection and its
consequences for eugenics and biopolitics. While Dracula might seem to be the least
overtly political novel in this survey—indeed, Royce MacGillivray called it “a
thoroughly unpolitical novel” (67)—the function of the modernized Gothic conventions
is entirely biopolitical as Stoker renders them. Though I read the novel’s essential conflict
differently, I do agree with Jack Halberstam in identifying the vampire with the various
sexual identities that Foucault has found in the nineteenth century (89). Chapter 3 thus
demonstrates the way that female choice in Dracula functions as a biopolitical
investigation of inadequate masculinity in the late Victorian period. The novel’s eugenic
approach to the vampire plague is an outgrowth of middle-class white female choice and
updates Victorian femininity to include biopolitical feminism. Thus the successful
marriage plot, though initially delayed with the introduction of vampires, concludes with
a new son and a newly remade Victorian masculinity less hostile to women’s power but,
it turns out, just as hostile, or perhaps more so, to the existence of people of color.
Mina Harker’s feminism, in particular, prefigures the political notions that
Charlotte Perkins Gilman explores in Herland and its sequel With Her In Ourland, both
of which are novels in the utopian tradition that also develop the long-standing scheme of
the imaginary voyage. Since its re-publication in 1979, Herland has by and large been
the other—when he sucks blood at all—attacks the chest area of the victim, in the vicinity of the heart,
with only rare exceptions. The fictional vampire tends to be tall, thin, and sallow, while the folkloric
vampire is plump and ruddy, or dark in color. They are unlikely to meet socially, for the fictional vampire
tends to spring from the nobility and live in a castle, while the folkloric vampire is of peasant stock and
resides (during the day at least) in the graveyard in which he was buried” (4).
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understood in relation to the utopian novel, even receiving the subtitle “A Lost Feminist
Utopian Novel” in the cover of the version edited by Ann Lane. Previous studies of
Gilman’s work have centered around themes and conventions of utopian writing, whether
they include all three of her utopian novels as a larger whole (see Doskow), implicate her
more realist short stories in her larger utopian project (see Kessler), or emphasize the
feminist nature of her utopias in denaturalizing patriarchal hierarchies (see Avril).
Nevertheless, Mary Jo Deegan points out that Herland’s publication as a single, standalone novel “truncated Gilman’s larger aim and condemned the Herland/Ourland saga as
a whole to misinterpretation and even greater oblivion” (2). Without the addition of
Ourland, the conventions of the imaginary journey that Gilman is invoking become
obscured by focus on classical utopianism, a problem which I attempt to fix by treating
Herland and Ourland as a single, unified ideological work Related to the epic odyssey,
to non-fictional travel writing, and, through works from Lucian’s True History (2nd
century AD) to Thomas More’s Utopia (1516) and Jonathan Swift’s Gulliver’s Travels
(1726), to the satirical quest for an ideal society in extreme other worlds within our own
globe, the fantastic journey genre combines elements of travel writing with fictional
(occasionally fantastic) interludes or imaginary destinations. As part of defining the
imaginary journey, Philip Gove quotes librarian James T Presley’s classification scheme
for the utopian genre:
1. "Utopias" proper; works which describe an ideal state of society,
according to the notions which the author may entertain of what political
and social conditions it is probable or desirable that the human race should
hereafter attain to.
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2. Those which satirize, under feigned names, the manners, customs,
pursuits, and follies of the age or nation in which the writer lives.
3. Those which pretend to give a somewhat reasonable account of the
possible or probable future state of society or course of historical events,
either near at hand or in remote ages.
4. Those which, merely for the sake of amusement, or sometimes for the
purpose of travestying the wonderful adventures related by actual travelers
in remote regions, profess to recount travels or adventures in imaginary
countries or inaccessible worlds, in which generally the most extravagant
fancy runs riot. (qtd in Gove, 76)
When taken together, Herland and Ourland at various points fulfill most of the criteria in
these seemingly four degrees of utopianism, rather than simply falling into “Utopia
proper.” This multiplicity is important to my argument because it is in Ourland that the
idyllic and seemingly humanist Herlander philosophy is developed into Gilman’s full
vision within a text meant to inspire sweeping political reform. By thus continuing the
utopian imaginary journey that essentially uses distortion mirrors to reflect back the “real
world,” Gilman accomplishes several objectives. First, she inverts the traditional utopian
and imaginary journey. While in Lucian, Moore, Swift, and Herland, men explore
imaginary spaces, Ourland allows a woman to explore “real” places, from the battlefields
of World War 1 to the Far East—even dropping a conversation midsentence to visit
South America. Second, her exploration of a wide range of real-world human cultures
further destabilizes patriarchal assumptions by showing how oppression of women in
various cultures has the same basic source in the misapplication of Darwin’s sexual
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selection. And third, she is able to ground the fantastic nature of Herland in the lived
reality of her audience, explicitly calling them to political revolution.
In sum, this dissertation takes a series of entangled threads from the late
nineteenth and early twentieth century and attempts to create a clear understanding of
their interrelated work as these threads get interwoven together across five novels by four
different authors. The concept of sexual selection, which for “[John Stuart] Mill and
Darwin [supposedly] exempt women from political relations” (Armstrong 40), becomes
the logic that allows women to begin to conceive of escape from the domestic sphere and
resistance to patriarchal oppression. This logic became, according to Richard Kaye,
“those aspects of The Descent of Man that provided an intellectual foundation to
Victorian feminist aspirations” (86). Armstrong’s rehearsal of this logic is also apt for my
argument: “In selecting ‘more agreeable partners,’ the female of the species quite literally
creates the male in the image of her desires” (222). But where the novels she examines
from the eighteenth and the first half of the nineteenth century are content merely to
assume that a domesticated mate is all that women want, the increasing desire for
women’s suffrage in the late nineteenth century necessitates an additional requirement:
the attractive mate becomes one that allows women civil rights. Thus the “domestication”
of partners within female choice becomes explicitly a question of politics. In addition,
because evolutionism functioned to naturalize cultural institutions like class rule and the
hierarchy of race, the deployment of the sexual selection logic by First Wave Feminist
reified these same ideological structures. Rather than challenging the inequality of the
sexes on the basis of sameness—men and women ought to be equal because they are
equally human—female choice emphasized difference in gender roles, and, because
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women gain their power through discriminating between worthy and unworthy mates,
this scheme ultimately emphasized difference between classes, races, and abilities.
By excavating these later nineteenth-century and early twentieth-century novels
for their profound social implications, we can better see the ideological effects of
Darwin’s The Descent of Man on the political logic of the era, as well as several of the
forms that the novel re-assumed from 1871 to 1916. The Coming Race sets forth, through
science fiction, an alternate political reality where sexual selection is simply flipped
along gender lines. It thus offers the most politically conservative viewpoint of the five,
because it does not in any real way disrupt the hierarchy of gender; it merely swaps the
relative political power of men and women. Its conservative impulse means that it finds
the potential rise of women and biopolitical techniques horrifying, and Bulwer-Lytton
can therefore be thought of as a low-water mark of feminist power right at the time of
Darwin’s Descent. Meanwhile, the use of Vril as an all-encompassing symbol of
biopolitical technique means that the biopolitical consequences are themselves examined
less than in later novels. Over a decade later, James’s The Bostonians uses an explicitly
feminist political struggle as a backdrop for his psychological novel. Here the potential
sexual realities opened up by Darwin are more thoroughly interrogated than in The
Coming Race; rather than switching the beneficiaries of patriarchy, James makes men
and women implicitly equal by queering the Darwinian love triangle. Though this novel
ends up rejecting the truly radical potential of female choice by marrying Verena to Basil,
its establishment of an active female sexuality that is less monstrous than previously
constructed versions (as in the Vril-ya and the vampire Carmilla, both of 1871) is itself a
sign of feminist progress. James’s ambivalence toward the political projects of his
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characters does not shy away from labelling Basil’s conservative position outdated, nor
does it entirely doom Olive’s feminist ambitions. The Bostonians thus represents the
progress of the feminist movement in the period, which was forward-moving but often
beset by real setbacks. The elision of racial politics as though it were finished with the
American Civil War (though Basil in some sense attempts a revival of slavery) pushes the
racist aspects of biopolitics to the background, so Darwinism in this case emerges
primarily as drive for progressive political change at a deeply conflicted time of both
public assertions of and widespread resistance to it.
Published nearly three decades after Darwin’s Descent, Stoker’s supremely
Gothic Dracula represents a major breakthrough in women’s political power. Though
Mina Murray Harker must insist on her equality at every turn, beset by both the
boundary-breaking sexuality of Dracula’s vampirism and Van Helsing’s conservative
anti-feminism, her mastery of biopolitical techniques of power are key to destroying
Dracula and becoming a political equal with the novel’s men. The success of Mina’s
investigative techniques, moreover, further entrench racial inequalities through collapsing
racial characteristics into degenerative ones. The only possibility for Mina’s freedom, it
seems, is the enforcement of a eugenic policy against those individuals that do not
measure up to the healthy norm dictated by her biopolitical interrogation. Thus Mina’s
emancipation comes only at the death of the massive and suspect population that Dracula
embodies. In this way, by implication, an individual woman succeeds in trading the lives
of populations of color for her own freedom. What Gilman’s utopian novels then go on to
show, via forms of the imaginary voyage, is that the feminist schema offered up by Mina,
in the wake of Darwin, is inherently and unavoidably racist; in the early twentieth
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century, the eugenic logic that has worked towards Mina’s equality with men is taken up
by an entire population of Herlanders. Without the biological “perfection” of the Vril-ya,
the individualized sexuality of Olive, or Mina’s need to prove herself equal to men, the
Herlanders can devote their expertise in sexual selection, breeding, and eugenics to
improving their racial characteristics solely for the good of the State. It is for this reason
that the Herlander “Ellador” is able to so thoroughly domesticate her husband, “Van,”
into a fully feminist man, and, in a more disturbing turn, into a redefined place in a
thoroughgoing biopolitical reconstruction of civilization. The paradox inherent in
women’s emancipation thus comes out gradually across the five novels I study, with the
(relative) freedom of white women finally coming at the expense of people of color. In
this way, we can read these novels as representing an arc of increased feminist
possibilities which nevertheless reifies (and in some real ways exacerbates) Victorian
inequalities of race. In that process, the later novels in this arc end up castigating those
aspects of humanity that race is often a proxy for, reestablishing older hierarchies from
gradations of personal ability and sexual orientation to rankings of “better” to “worse”
schemes of human health and social order.
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Chapter 1: Darwin’s Female Choice in Bulwer-Lytton’s The Coming Race
“It is no crime to slay those who threaten the good of the community; it would be a crime
to slay the smallest insect that cannot harm us.”
—Taë to Tish, The Coming Race (1871)10
The fact that the other dies does not mean simply that I live in the sense that his death
guarantees my safety; the death of the other, the death of the bad race, of the inferior race
(or the degenerate, or the abnormal) is something that will make life in general healthier:
healthier and purer.
—Michel Foucault, Society Must Be Defended (1976/2003)
On the one hand, Leo J. Henkin is right to note that a large amount of the raw
material for Edward Bulwer-Lytton’s The Coming Race comes from Charles Darwin’s
Origin of Species (1859). On the other hand, Henkin goes too far in his assertion that “the
appearance of The Coming Race in the same year that saw the publication of Darwin’s
The Descent of Man, was a mere coincidence” (237). The evolutionary concerns that the
novel explores and satirizes too clearly invoke Darwin’s later work to be merely
coincidental. I have yet to find direct evidence that Bulwer-Lytton read The Descent, but
it is difficult to imagine that he would have missed it, given his social position, literary
work, and his own references to Darwin in his letters concerning the novel’s development
(Bulwer Lytton, V. 465).11 It is also difficult to be certain because the original
manuscript, which Bulwer-Lytton completed in early 1870, remains missing, but the
novel’s publication several months after The Descent opens up some ambiguity in its
composition, as does the fact that “Darwin’s own copy [of The Coming Race]. . . is dated
10

Save for a few footnotes and introductory material from other editions, I refer in this chapter to the
2002 Broadview edition of The Coming Race, ed. Brian Aldiss.
11
Darwin himself believed that Bulwer-Lytton was parodying his work in the novel What Will He Do With
It, as a Professor Long who wrote a two volume history of limpets. Neither of the real-world works that
the novel parodies, Living Cirripedia, A monograph on the sub-class Cirripedia, with figures of all the
species, The Lepadidæ; or, pedunculated cirripedes and Living Cirripedia, The Balanidæ, (or sessile
cirripedes); the Verrucidæ, seem to be referenced in The Coming Race either directly or indirectly.

26
1870 . . . [and] . . . it is known that [Alfred Russel] Wallace received his copy in late
1870” (Freeman 128-129). It is possible that Bulwer-Lytton revised after Darwin
published in order to incorporate the new ideas laid out in The Descent.
In any case, the way in which the novel constructs the society of the Vril-ya is so
dependent on sexual selection that it makes great sense to see The Coming Race and The
Descent of Man as in dialogue with one another. Though Bulwer-Lytton’s utopian
science-fiction novel is more socially-descriptive than plot-focused, what little conflict
there is hinges on a question of procreative sex which could “adulterate the race” in
defiance of the communal good (E. Bulwer-Lytton, TCR 154). By simultaneously
reifying and re-shaping the ideas in Darwin’s work, this novel grapples with the social
implications of such a biology with an active, rather than passive, female character. In so
doing, the novel entangles the concepts of female mate choice, the Woman Problem, and,
as I shall demonstrate, Foucault’s concept of biopolitics, so much so that the three
become inseparable and mutually constitutive.
As I have noted, the novel lacks much of what we would call a plot. Like many of
the utopias and dystopias which follow it, including Charlotte Perkins Gilman’s Herland
(1915), ordinary people finds themselves transported to a strange society which
“isolate[s] and emphasize[s] certain aspects of the human situation in order to focus
attention on them” (Samuel Hynes qtd. in Firchow 6). In The Coming Race, an American
given the nickname Tish goes underground through a mine shaft and finds himself unable
to return to the surface. He then spends a great deal of time discovering and describing
the nature of the society he finds there, often giving whole chapters over to topics like the
language, religion, and marriage customs of the apparent utopia of the people he meets,
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the Vril-ya. They are a beautiful race of winged humans who control a mysterious power
they call Vril, which Tish can only describe as a kind of electricity, making several
references to Michael Faraday. From our position post-Hiroshima, the nature of Vril
probably has its closest analogue to nuclear power, with the proviso that it is allpervading and controllable even by the Vril-ya’s children, though Tish and other humans
are biologically unsuited to its use. The inclusion of a conceit like the all-powerful Vril
adds an additional layer of science fiction onto the utopian conventions that the novel
follows, so much so that Vril, as an imaginary physical force, becomes a symbol of social
and political power. As Darko Suvin argues about this novel, which he considers as
marking the real birth of science fiction (hereafter SF) in the United Kingdom, The
Coming Race functions within multiple late Victorian SF genres and responds to “a crisis
of confidence in social values and stability” in the period (Suvin 148-149). The Coming
Race’s inheritance of concerns about electrical galvanism from the earlier SF novel
Frankenstein (1818)12 and the imperial Gothic lineage it leaves for Dracula (1897)13
reflect the novel’s place both within genre fiction and the ideological anxieties of the
nineteenth century. All of this is why David Huckvale calls the novel “an anti-Utopian
story, in which Bulwer-Lytton channeled his anxieties about Darwinism, democracy,
female emancipation, science and technology, political developments in France and
creeping socialism at home” (215). 14 What becomes clear when considering this novel in
12

See dissertations by Hall and Harse, which make this connection through a shared Gothic family tree.
Lillian Nayder connects Dracula to The Coming Race both in their ideological overlap, their hostility to
women, and by comparing the vampire teeth of Dracula and the carnivorous teeth of Tish (212, 218). As
the British Empire is increasingly dependent on Darwinist racial hierarchies to justify its colonialism, the
two novels have clearly parallel anxieties around racialized others: the vampires and the Vril-ya.
14
Though Huckvale goes to great pains to undermine any Nazi occultist conspiracy theories that have
sprung up around The Coming Race, writing that the paranoid view of Bulwer-Lytton as proto-Nazi “is
both entirely wrong and deeply ironic” given that the Vril-ya are best described as a warning rather than
to “provide a blueprint for the Master Race,” he nevertheless explores the “striking parallels between The
13
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light of Darwin’s Descent is that Vril and the novel’s discussion of evolution are
fundamentally aspects of the genre which Istvan Csicsery-Ronay calls “Imaginary
Science. In this case, I would argue, two fictional sciences work toward the same
political point, which conflates female emancipation with what we can ultimately
recognize as biopoltics.
While in Vril-ya society, Tish gains the attention of the woman (or Gy) Zee, who
is the most powerful user of Vril in the village, as well as the attention of the daughter of
the magistrate; at the same time, because Tish is considered to be of inferior biological
stock, the magistrate orders Tish to be destroyed. Zee helps Tish escape back to the
surface, and the novel ends with a chilling reflection on the superior race which will
inevitably rise up and destroy humanity.15 It is not actually that complicated a plot; even
the love triangle between Tish and the two women is thin in its presentation. But the lack
of complex plot allows Bulwer-Lytton to describe a society which is obsessed with the
direct power that women have over sexual selection. The novel opens up the possibility
that the social order that the Victorians understand as “natural” and “logical” are in fact
culturally contingent, all of which follows directly from Darwin’s own conclusions in
The Descent. In so doing, the novel demonstrates the way that the Rights of Women both
allow for and are allowed by the ultimate takeover of liberalism by a biopolitical schema
of control in a new political order.

Coming Race and aspects of Nazi ideology” (211, 215). If we take Foucault’s assertion that “Nazism was in
fact he paroxysmal development of the new power mechanisms [like biopower] that had been
established since the eighteenth century,” then we may see that the parallels between Nazi ideology and
the novel are sourced in similar historical development (Society 259).
15
It is also quite striking that this is roughly the same fear that forces Victor Frankenstein to destroy the
creature’s half-built female companion.
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Female Choice
Even if there is little direct evidence of Bulwer-Lytton having read Darwin’s
Descent, evidence from the novel repeatedly suggests that he probably did. Near the
middle of the book, for example, Tish describes the Vril-ya’s physical appearance, first
making note of the shape of the skull as a phrenologist would: “Their conformation of
skull has marked differences from that of any known races in the upper world, though I
cannot help thinking it a development, in the course of countless ages, of the
Brachycephalic type of the Age of Stone in Lyell's 'Elements of Geology,' C. X., p. 113,
as compared with the Dolichocephalic type of the beginning of the Age of Iron,
correspondent with that now so prevalent amongst us, and called the Celtic type” (E.
Bulwer-Lytton, TCR 93). The problem with this observation is that either Tish or BulwerLytton has confused the title of Charles Lyell’s work. Lyell is a thinker to whom Darwin
owes a great deal of his own monumental theory. Darwin was given the first volume of
Lyell’s Principles of Geology (of which Elements is a companion book) just as he began
the voyage of the Beagle in 1831, and the description of still-at-work forces on the
geology of the earth, taking millennia to develop, leads directly to Darwin’s insight into
natural selection. However, nowhere in Elements of Geology does Lyell mention human
skulls; the work is entirely given over to descriptions of rock and the likely formation of
the Earth’s geology.16 The work that Tish is in actuality citing for the reader is The
Geological Evidence of the Antiquity of Man,17 wherein Lyell includes a long passage
from Huxley that describes ancient Australian skulls in these terms.

16

Nor does he refer to the “Age of Iron” or the “Age of Stone” anywhere in Elements of Geology, only in
Antiquity.
17
Having to move back and forth between these two titles, I can attest to the fact that they are confusing.
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Several possibilities are suggested by this error. The simplest is that BulwerLytton has made a mistake and, having read both of Lyell’s works, replaces the name of
one with another.18 Another option is that the mistake is purposeful and is meant to
demonstrate that Tish is perhaps not quite as smart as he thinks he is; this alternative is
supported by the fact that these observations are originally Huxley’s and are only quoted
by Lyell, which means that Tish mis-cites both the title and the writer. But it is my
suspicion that Bulwer-Lytton has made an error based on reading both The Origin of
Species and The Descent, since Charles Lyell is mentioned in both works. 19 Because
Antiquity of Man was published in 1863, four years after The Origin, it is possible that
Bulwer-Lytton got the names “Lyell” and “Elements of Geology” from The Origin,20 but
it is not possible that this is the provenance of the human skull concept, even though all
the scholarship on The Coming Race agrees that Bulwer-Lytton read The Origin. The
Descent, it turns out, does use the terms “brachycephalic” and “dolichocephalic”21 and
refers to Antiquity of Man in such a way that the two titles might readily become
confused. Indeed, rather than directly stating the name of the Lyell’s later work, Darwin
refers to it in The Descent as an “admirable treatise”:

18

Both David Seed and Peter W. Sinnema’s editions of The Coming Race append a note to this reference
by Tish, though neither of them remark of the conflation of title and content. Seed goes so far as to
explain every individual piece of the citation, but any error on Tish or Bulwer-Lytton’s part is only implied.
See The Coming Race 2005, ed. David Seed p 176-7 n 4, and The Coming Race 2008, ed. Peter W. Sinnema
p 86 n 1.
19
There’s also yet another the possibility that Darwin and Bulwer-Lytton are reacting to the same thinkers
and coming to very similar conclusions about how sexual selection would work—in addition to Lyell, both
cite the linguist Max Müller and the zoologist Louis Agassiz—but I am loath to credit the idea of female
choice to any but Darwin without a much more research than is possible within this project. If such a thing
were true—if Bulwer-Lytton independently theorized female choice and wrote a novel including it the
year before Darwin wrote his treatise—then I am happy to admit that he was a wizard.
20
As well as from The Voyage of the Beagle, Darwin’s second-most read book within the Victorian period.
21
Both are Greek, referring to short-skulled and long-skulled, relative to width, respectively. These are
common terms used to describe skulls of all animals—Darwin uses them in relation to rabbits. Most
importantly, he seems to use them only in his writings in The Descent, never before.
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The high antiquity of man has recently been demonstrated by the labours
of a host of eminent men, beginning with M. Boucher de Perthes; and this
is the indispensable basis for understanding his origin. I shall, therefore,
take this conclusion for granted, and may refer my readers to the
admirable treatises of Sir Charles Lyell, Sir John Lubbock, and others.
(Darwin, Descent 1871 3).
Darwin does something similar the second time Lyell’s name come up in The Descent.
There he writes, “The conclusion that man is the co-descendant with other species of
some ancient, lower, and extinct form, is not in any degree new. Lamarck long ago came
to this conclusion, which has lately been maintained by several eminent naturalists and
philosophers; for instance by Wallace, Huxley, Lyell, Vogt, Lubbock, Büchner, Rolle,
&c. and especially by Häckel”; Darwin then appends a note that begins: “As the works of
the first-named authors are so well known, I need not give the titles” (Darwin, Descent
1871 3-4). Elements of Geology was thirty-three years old and had gone through six
editions by this time, whereas Antiquity was only eight years old and had only had three
editions, all of which are published in its first year. Charles Lyell’s most famous work at
this moment was Elements of Geology. While Darwin is definitely making a reference to
Lyell’s Antiquity, his method of citation is muddy enough to be confusing for the reader.
There is even a moment in Darwin’s work where he cites both Elements of Geology and
Antiquity of Man within the same footnote (Darwin, Descent 1871 201n.17).
This set of possible citation errors might or might not be enough to declare
Bulwer-Lytton’s novel a response to Descent. But as Tish goes on describing the Vril-ya,
he makes what I think is a curious and telling decision: he calls attention to the beards, or
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rather lack of them, that the Vril-ya possess, and then moves into their skin tone.
Moreover, he shifts to these concepts from a discussion of their beauty:
The beauty of their countenances is not only in symmetry of feature, but in
a smoothness of surface. . . It is such an expression as a painter might give
to a demi-god, a genius, an angel. The males of the Vril-ya are entirely
beardless; the Gy-ei sometimes, in old age, develop a small moustache.
I was surprised to find that the colour of their skin was not uniformly that
which I had remarked in those individuals whom I had first encountered—
some being much fairer, and even with blue eyes, and hair of a deep
golden auburn, though still of complexions warmer or richer in tone than
persons in the north of Europe. (E. Bulwer-Lytton, TCR 93-94)
As David Seed points out in his introduction to TCR, the focus on hair as a basis for
sexual selection alludes directly to The Descent (E. Bulwer-Lytton, 2005 xxiv); Sara
Graça da Silva also lays out the way that the novel invokes the theory of sexual selection
in her essay (Graça da Silva). But I want to go one step further. In part three of The
Descent, “Sexual Selection in Relation to Man,” Darwin discusses the contingent nature
of beauty as it differs from tribe to tribe in humans, and from there he moves towards his
conclusion, with two final sections: “Absence of hair on the body and the development of
the beard” and “Color of the skin.” Thus the first description of the Vril-ya follows
Darwin’s pattern in describing sexual selection among “savage” people. What is more,
the Vril-ya explain both of these characteristics in terms of “marriage” (which of course
for Darwin is actually sex22): “I was told that this admixture of colouring arose from

22

“The late Sir A. Smith, who had travelled widely in S. Africa, and knew much about the habits of savages
there and elsewhere, expressed to me the strongest opinion that no race exists in which woman is
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intermarriage with other and more distant tribes of the Vril-ya” (E. Bulwer-Lytton, TCR
94) and
Again, the earlier races of the Ana seem to have been covered with hair,
and, even to a comparatively recent date, hirsute bushes deformed the very
faces of our ancestors, spreading wild over their cheeks and chins, as
similar bushes, my poor Tish, spread wild over yours. But the object of the
higher races of the Ana through countless generations has been to erase all
vestige of connection with hairy vertebrata, and they have gradually
eliminated that debasing capillary excrement by the law of sexual
selection; the Gy-ei naturally preferring youth or the beauty of smooth
faces (E. Bulwer-Lytton, TCR 108-109).
This second quotation not only names Darwin’s theory of sexual selection directly, but it
does so in terms of female choice, a concept that Darwin only introduces in The Descent.
Even if this were a coincidence, brought about by Bulwer-Lytton’s satiric inversion of the
genders, this version of sexual selection does not match what would have been available
in The Origin. The Gy-ei, though larger and more powerful than the Ana, do not fight
over access to males, like the stag with his antlers or the cock with his spurs (as in
Darwin, Origin 1859 87-88). Instead, they make a deliberate choice based on their
aesthetic appreciation of the opposite sex, just as Darwin posits within The Descent: “The

considered as the property of the community. I believe that his judgment was largely determined by what
is implied by the term marriage. Throughout the following discussion I use the term in the same sense as
when naturalists speak of animals as monogamous, meaning thereby that the male is accepted by or
chooses a single female, and lives with her either during the breeding-season or for the whole year,
keeping possession of her by the law of might; or, as when they speak of a polygamous species, meaning
that the male lives with several females. This kind of marriage is all that concerns us here, as it suffices for
the work of sexual selection. But I know that some of the writers above referred to imply by the term
marriage a recognised right protected by the tribe” (Darwin, Descent 1901 757).
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truth of the principle, long ago insisted on by Humboldt, that man admires and often tries
to exaggerate whatever characters nature may have given him, is shewn in many ways.
The practice of beardless races extirpating every trace of a beard, and generally all the
hairs on the body, offers one illustration” (Darwin, Descent 1871, 351). Not only do the
Vril-ya name Darwin’s theory directly, but they also point to a specific heritable trait that
is ruled over by sexual selection, and it is a trait that Darwin writes about extensively
within The Descent.
This much is enough, I think, to demonstrate that Bulwer-Lytton is not simply
reacting to possibilities of sexual selection or thinking through the implications himself,
but is instead actively responding to Darwin’s second major work. Consequently, we
need to consider the literary influence of The Descent as beginning immediately with the
publication of The Coming Race, as critics like Richard Kaye argue, rather than
considering this work of fiction and Darwin’s 1871 text as only coincidentally linked, as
Henkin argues. The Descent is important for our understanding of the novel, because it is
only with the former’s publication that female choice in mate selection is acknowledged
in Darwin’s work. So significant is this change in Darwin’s thinking that he makes an
important edit to the 1872 version of The Origin, substituting the phrase “a struggle
between the males for the possession of females” for “a struggle between the individuals
of one sex, generally the males, for the possession of the other sex” (Graça da Silva 154155). That shift in evolutionary thinking, that the alteration of the species can come via
the active participation of the female, drives the engine of Bulwer-Lytton’s novel on the
basis of a suggestion, I believe, in Darwin’s Descent.
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We can see this engagement in biological science as akin to the work done with
electro-magentism in the novel. The novel extends biological science just as CsicseryRonay outlines in his definition of “imaginary science,” “stretch[ing]” scientific
knowledge that is already avaialble. Where Vril elaborates on Michael Farady’s
experiements with electricty as an expansive verison of physical science, the elaboration
of the frog’s evolution does the same with Darwin. The Vril-ya point to a disused
swimming bladder that remains a part of their physiology that parallels biological
structures in the frogs, which is a clear reference to the way that Darwin establishes the
biological relationship between seemingly disparate species. Darwin is the distinguished
naturalist that is being mocked here:
“Pardon me,” answered Alph-Lin: “in what we call the Wrangling or
Philosophical Period of History, which was at its height about seven
thousand years ago, there was a very distinguished naturalist, who proved
to the satisfaction of numerous disciples such analogical and anatomical
agreements in structure between an An and a Frog, as to show that out of
the one must have developed the other. They had some diseases in
common; they were both subject to the same parasitical worms in the
intestines; and, strange to say, the An has, in his structure, a swimmingbladder, no longer of any use to him, but which is a rudiment that clearly
proves his descent from a Frog.” (E. Bulwer-Lytton, TCR 107)
Because the “Wrangling Period” of Vril-ya history is considered by them an very low
point in intellectual development, Bulwer-Lytton places him in this ridiculous ancient
past. As James Campbell argues, this section “burlesques Darwinism as a debate on
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whether man or ape is the final product of evolution,” subsitituting the frog for the ape
(126).
One of Darwin’s first sections in The Descent demonstrates what he calls
“Homologous structures in man and the lower animals” that the swimming-bladder
metonymically recalls. Darwin even posits a similar anatomical structure in human
beings: “At a still earlier period the progenitors of man must have been aquatic in their
habits; for morphology plainly tells us that our lungs consist of a modified swim-bladder,
which once served as a float” (Darwin, Descent 1871 207). Where Bulwer-Lytton’s
science becomes imaginary is of course in the evolution between such seemingly
disparate species as frogs and the humanoid Vril-ya. The reference to the vestigial organs
in a fictional biological context is one of the “theories that characters formulate”: hence
the principles on which their worlds are constructued” mirror the work of Darwin’s nonfictive science, but it does so “with the freedom to violate, stretch, ironize and
problematize” the theory that it is figuring (Csicsery-Ronay 111). Since one of the major
physiological elements that demonstrate the frog’s supposed superiority is the lack of
mammalian hair, the loss of which is driven by the Gy-ei’s choice of mate, sexual
selection is the theory under the novel’s ironic scrutiny. Thus while the awesome power
of Vril as as imaginary science seems to devalue the similar foray into fictive biology, the
two are actually intimately connected by the novel. The hereditary progress of the Vril-ya
is driven by the women just as the women are the superior manipulators of Vril.
What is more, the novel’s direct reference to sexual selection occurs in the middle
of the Frog discourse, which also, as Seed points out, substitutes the frog for the ape in a
parody of Victorian discussions of evolution (E. Bulwer-Lytton, TCR 2005 180n10).
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According to Alph-Lin in The Coming Race, the Vril-ya are directly descended from
frogs rather than apes—even to the point that an ancient Vril-ya philosopher, from whom
“all the principal sections of the Vril-ya race pretend to trace a common origin,” claims to
be the grandson of an actual frog (E. Bulwer-Lytton, TCR 106). But this substitution
again enacts a satirical inversion; rather than concerning themselves with being as unlike
the frog as possible so as to avoid degeneration, the Vril-ya want to grow to be more and
more like the frog: “the degree of the Frog in the scale of the vertebrata is shown in this,
that he has no hair at all, not even on his head. He was born to that hairless perfection
which the most beautiful of the Ana, despite the culture of incalculable ages, have not yet
attained” (E. Bulwer-Lytton, TCR 109). And as hairlessness is a major attribute said to be
the result of sexual selection, this culture is the culture of female choice. Bulwer-Lytton
positions this civilization as dependent on female choice for its evolutionary progress, in
opposition to the later Victorian concerns about Darwinian sexuality leading to
degeneration of the races. At the same time, it does so in a manner designed to invite
ridicule from its Victorian reader—ridicule for some and horror for others.
Moreover, this conversation about frog evolution is, like Vril and the Vril staff, an
example of the imaginary science that Csicsery-Ronay posits as one of the beauties
science fiction offers its audience. The description of the Vril Staff that Tish gives the
reader iilustrates Csicsery-Ronay’s contention that, in SF, “writers take known, plausible,
or just widely entertained scientific ideas and extend them speculatively into the
unknown” (112). Tish claims he cannot describe the Staff accurately, but he then
provides quite an extensive picture not only of the Staff, but of its capabilities:
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I have spoken so much of the Vril Staff that my reader may expect me to
describe it. This I cannot do accurately, for I was never allowed to handle
it for fear of some terrible accident occasioned by my ignorance of its use.
It is hollow, and has in the handle several stops, keys, or springs by which
its force can be altered, modified, or directed—so that by one process it
destroys, by another it heals—by one it can rend the rock, by another
disperse the vapour—by one it affects bodies, by another it can exercise a
certain influence over minds. It is usually carried in the convneient size of
a walking-staff, but it has slides by which it can be lengthend or shortened
at will. When used for special purposes, the upper part rests in the hollow
of the palm with the fore and middle fingers protruded. (E. Bulwer-Lytton,
TCR 99)
He continues in a similar vein for some pages, explaining that the Staff is more or less
powerful depending on the user and their talents and affinites; that less complicated
wands are often given to children; and that wives and mothers’ Staffs are generally tuned
more toward healing and less toward destruction. On one level, the Staff functions merely
as a magic wand that is described in technoscientific terms; because it can do, essentially,
anything, even in the hands of “a female infant of four years old,” it was even taken to be
a tool of mesmerism by contemporary readers and contributed to Bulwer-Lytton’s
reputation as an occultist. On another level, the Staff functions within the genre of
science fiction, and not merely as a prop for Merlin or Prospero’s magic, for two major
reasons. The first is that Tish refers to the power of Vril in the terms of Michael Faraday,
quoting extensively from the scientist who wrote that “the various forms under which the
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forces of matter are made amnifest, have one common origin; or, in other words, are so
directly related and mutually dependent that they are convertible” (E. Bulwer-Lytton,
TCR 46). Bulwer-Lytton is quoting Faraday’s work on electro-magnetism, and, with the
awesome variety of powers that Vril is said to possess, pushing it speculatively into the
unknown. Thus the actual science upon which he is basing his SF is laid out directly to
the reader, a move which he also makes by quoting Lyell, Agassiz, and Weber as I noted
above.
But in addition to his deployment of real-life scientists as a solid base for his
fictionalization, Tish’s description of the staff recalls a much earlier piece of imaginary
science: the explanation that Victor Frankenstein gives for his technique in creating his
monster. Though there is little obvious influence of Mary Shelley on The Coming Race,
some critics have tied Bulwer-Lytton’s earlier novels to Frankenstein through the
influence of William Godwin on both of their works.23 Rather than speaking directly back
to Frankenstein, though, The Coming Race represents a new development in the
treatment of imaginary science as a genre convention. Victor Frankenstein’s technique
for animating the creature is (in)famously not described for the reader, and Tish seems to
echo Victor’s explanation in the opening frame of Shelley’s novel:
I see by your eagerness, and the wonder and hope which your eyes
express, my friend, that you expect to be informed of the secret with
which I am acquainted; that cannot be: listen patiently until the end of my
story, and you will easily percieve why I am reserved upon that subject.
(Shelley 32)

23

See Lane 612-613, Poston, and Roberts.
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Like Tish, Victor is aware that his reader/hearer is invested in the imaginary science of
the story; unlike Victor, who ties his discovery to medieval alchemists whose work is
long outdated in scientific terms, Tish calls out explicitly the scientist on whom this
“development” is based. Shelley thus separates her reader from her scientific play
through the frame tale and through the suppression of her speculation, while BulwerLytton speaks directly to the actual reader and relies on contemporary and widely-read
scientists. It is for this reason that The Coming Race occupies such a prominent position
in the development of science fiction; the reader is allowed to play the game of SF with
this novel is ways denied by Shelley. The fact that the reader is asked to consider their
physical reality through this genre convention might account for the horror that tinges the
novel.
We might also think through the horror of the novel in terms of the Vril Staff’s
phallic imagery. Obviously, a staff which “can be lengthend or shortened at will” recalls
a phallus in the biological sense, in accordance with the importance of secondary sexual
characteristics in the novel’s structure. The Staff likewise prefigures the “dream work”
of Sigmund Freud, who would later argue that “All elongated objects, such as sticks, treetrunks and umbrellas (the opening of these last being comparable to an erection) may
stand for the male organ” (367). If the phallus represents the male generative power, as it
does in Freud, the significance of women being the most adept users of this “male” power
is highly charged. If a “four year old girl” might deploy a Vril Staff better than any
member of any other race, and “women might be better” at using the Vril Staff than any
of the Vril-ya men, then the generative power ascribed to men under Victorian human
sexual selection has clearly exchanged genders. It would be difficult to imagine a more
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effective inversion of sexual selection in an SF novel than literaly handing the women of
a society the totemic symbol of male power. That Tish cannot access the Staff because of
his inferior genetics, leaving the women who court him holding a phallus while pursuing
him, reifies the reality of this SF universe where women are in charge of a patriarchal
hierarchy. This is a horror we might even trace back to Frankenstein, which is in some
ways about the male generative power wresting all control away from women, creating
new humans only via male generation.
That the women of the Vril-ya are superior users of the Vril Staff -as-phallus
underlines the sexual politics of the novel. As a major element of the Vril-ya society in
TCR, the women play an active, hunting role in the marriage plot; “they claim the
privilege. . .of proclaiming their love and urging their suit. . .of being the wooing party
rather than the wooed” (E. Bulwer-Lytton, TCR 65). Thus the women hold the sexualselective “phallus” in the Vril-ya society, which functions as a symbol of the right to
female choice. This right is so fully supported by the Vril-ya that Zee’s father is entirely
unwilling to intercede when she falls in love with Tish, saying that “it is. . .not
uncommon for an unwedded [woman] to conceive tastes as to the object she covets which
appear whimsical to others; but there is no power to compel a young [woman] to any
course opposed to that which she chooses to pursue” (E. Bulwer-Lytton, TCR 154).
Unfortunately, it is too simple to claim that this novel embraces a feminist interpretation
of sexual selection, giving the phallus over to women, imagining a feminist utopia in
which Victorian women have escaped from social confinement through Darwinian
biology. Nor does the novel simply invert the traditional patriarchal role of men and
women in order to satirize either Victorian society or Darwinian biology. Instead, there is
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a push-pull effect that takes place when sexual selection is invoked in the novel. Yes, the
men become “feminine” and coy just as the women become “masculine” and strong in
this inverted underground, but the fact that Zee’s whimsical and uncommon selection of
Tish as a mate shows us something of a problem, because their marriage “would be
against the A-glauran, or good of the community, for the children of such a marriage
would adulterate the race: they might even come into the world with the teeth of
carnivorous animals; this could not be allowed: Zee, as a [woman], cannot be controlled;
but you, as a Tish, can be destroyed” (E. Bulwer-Lytton, TCR 154). If we remember that
the Vril-ya are perfectly happy intermixing with Vril-ya of other colors, even
encouraging such intermixing as beneficial, this concern about carnivorous teeth is given
greater import.24 If Zee’s female choice includes an attraction to Tish’s teeth as a sexual
feature, then her children will so offend the basic principles of civilization as to require a
repressive eugenic response. Indeed, this moment echoes a quite particular juxtaposition
within The Descent. If we recall that the Vril-ya lack facial hair (the men entirely, and the
women only occasionally growing a mustache) and that Tish actually has a full beard,
Bulwer-Lytton could be recalling passage in Darwin about the adornments of “savage”
people:
The hair is treated with especial care in various countries; it is allowed to
grow to full length, so as to reach to the ground, or is combed into "a
compact frizzled mop, which is the Papuan's pride and glory." In northern
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The inspection of Tish’s teeth echoes a similar circumstance in Jonathan Swift’s Gulliver’s Travels; when
Gulliver travels to Brobdingnag, the giants “observed by my teeth, which they viewed with great
exactness, that I was a carnivorous animal. . .[and]. . .that I had lived several years, as it was manifest from
my beard” (Swift). This great exactness is accomplished through the use of a magnifying glass in Swift; in a
real sense, Vril becomes a science fiction advanced version of a common scientific tool and emphasizes
that, like Gulliver and the giants, the power differential between Tish and the Vril-ya is quite large.
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Africa "a man requires a period of from eight to ten years to perfect his
coiffure." With other nations the head is shaved, and in parts of South
America and Africa even the eyebrows and eyelashes are eradicated. The
natives of the Upper Nile knock out the four front teeth, saying that they
do not wish to resemble brutes. Further south, the Batokas knock out only
the two upper incisors, which, as Livingstone remarks, gives the face a
hideous appearance, owing to the prominence of the lower jaw; but these
people think the presence of the incisors most unsightly, and on beholding
some Europeans, cried out, “Look at the great teeth!” (Darwin, Descent
1901 740)
These are all cultural practices meant to increase the beauty of people and are therefore
elements of sexual selection, according to Darwin. And within the same paragraph of The
Descent, the combination of hair and teeth and their role in sex are expounded upon.
Likewise, these are the two features of Tish in TCR that make him unsuitable as a mate
for the Vril-ya: directly, because of his teeth, which equate him with the brutish animals
that the Vril-ya routinely kill, and indirectly, because of his facial hair, which so
drastically undermines this moment of sexual selection in the novel that any children with
him become an impossibility. For the Vril-ya, movement toward hairlessness and away
from carnivorousness is synonymous with progress,25 and Tish’s two striking features
indicate his uncivilized nature below the ground, just as his full beard and intact incisors
indicate his civilized nature above. Tish’s teeth are thus a physical and hereditable
characteristic that, in the Vril-ya’s view, cannot be allowed to enter into their bloodline.
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“But the degree of the Frog in the scale of the vertebrata is shown in this, that he has no hair at all, not
even on his head” (E. Bulwer-Lytton, TCR 109).
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Carnivorous teeth so undermine the stability of the Vril-ya that Tish’s teeth encourage an
eugenic response, “for the children of such a marriage would adulterate the race: they
might even come into the world with the teeth of carnivorous animals; this could not be
allowed: Zee, as a Gy, cannot be controlled; but you, as a Tish, can be destroyed” (E.
Bulwer-Lytton, TCR). That is, Tish is so inferior a specimen that his children would also
be of inferior and dangerous disposition, and a negative eugenic program is necessary to
curtail him. If he tries to mate underground, he will be destroyed. It would not be
unreasonable to think of Tish’s teeth as a phallic symbol opposed to the Vril-ya’s Staff.
Still, Zee finds him attractive and loves him enough to forsake her people for the
upper world. Nor is she alone in this whimsical, uncommon attraction. As I briefly
mentioned earlier, Tish has a single conversation with the daughter of the magistrate,
who almost immediately seems to fall in love with him—is shocked, in fact, that no
woman has proposed to him already. As Tish is keeping his identity as a surface dweller
secret from the wider Vril-ya, the only thing that he has to offer the magistrate’s daughter
is sexual attraction based on his unusual figure.
That said, Tish’s clearly delineated inferiority is at ultimately odds with what he
refers to as his “too seductive person” in a way that might be accounted for in Darwin (E.
Bulwer-Lytton, TCR 156). He posits that, even as sexual selection might increase
physical “peculiarities” within different populations, “If all our women were to become
as beautiful as the Venus de' Medici, we should for a time be charmed; but we should
soon wish for variety” (Darwin, Descent 1901). Such is Tish’s own understanding of the
situation:
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But by what strange infatuation could this peerless daughter of a race
which, in the supremacy of its powers and the felicity of its conditions,
ranked all other races in the category of barbarians, have deigned to
honour me with her preference? In personal qualification, though I passed
for good-looking among the people I came from, the handsomest of my
countrymen might have seemed insignificant and homely beside the grand
and serene type of beauty which characterized the aspect of the Vril-ya.
That novelty, the very difference between myself and those to whom Zee
was accustomed, might serve to bias her fancy was probable enough. . .
(E. Bulwer-Lytton, TCR 146 emphasis mine)
If all the Vril-ya men are beardless with teeth which are “not those of the creatures that
devour flesh,”26 perhaps Tish’s striking and obvious difference is the source of the
attraction: it is certainly true that, though the Vril-ya carefully examine Tish’s teeth when
determining whether or not he is dangerous, Tish has never actually noticed the teeth of
the Vril-ya, and if he has, he is “not physiologist enough to have distinguished the
difference” between human and Vril-yan teeth (E. Bulwer-Lytton, TCR 151). All this is
not too surprising if we remember that sexual selection based on teeth is less important in
1871 England than among the African natives that Livingstone encounters and Darwin
documents. But Tish is also certain that, even though “more than one [woman] could be
found to conceive a partiality for so ordinary a type of our super-terrestrial race as
myself,” it is “too sanguine a belief” that the upper-worlders would be saved by
intermarriage with the Vril-ya, which “would be as rare as those of intermarriage between
the Anglo-Saxon emigrants and the Red Indians” (E. Bulwer-Lytton, TCR 195). Why?
26

Frog-like.
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Because the Vril-ya would too quickly destroy humanity, just as they threaten to do with
Tish, and they would do so as the conquering race. This moment functions as a call back
to the initial discussion of skin color: “Nations which, not conforming their manners and
institutions to those of the Vril-ya, nor indeed held capable of acquiring the powers over
the Vril agencies which it had taken them generations to attain and transmit, were
regarded with more disdain than the citizens of New York regard the negroes” (E.
Bulwer-Lytton, TCR 94). Such a suggestion also jives with what Bulwer-Lytton himself
had to say about the novel: “The only important point is to keep in view the Darwinian
Proposition that a Coming Race is destined to supplant our races” (quoted in Mitchell,
229).
Even so, Tish is not content to leave the implications of the female mate choice
among the Vril-ya; instead, he makes the direct connection between the women above
and the women below the ground. Because the Gy-ei are physically strong and with
better control over Vril, “all that our female philosophers above ground contend for as to
rights of women, is conceded as a matter of course in this happy commonwealth” (E.
Bulwer-Lytton, TCR 192). Allowing women their natural rights with the corresponding
power to back them up necessarily pushes society into this inverted world of female
sexual choice, which is simultaneously far more advanced and far more savage than ours.
The Vril-ya function through a simultaneous insistence on female choice as constantly
progressing the race into the future while at the same time insisting on a purity of blood
traceable all the way to their initial beginning. Women must have the right of mate choice
only so long as they make the correct one. Women may have equal rights with men—or
greater autonomy and education than Victorian women do—but how they might enact
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those rights places into doubt the nature of evolution as steadily progressing the race. If
we give women the rights that they are demanding (rights that apparently derive from our
biological connection to savagery), they might marry men with the wrong hair and the
wrong teeth. And given this clearly untenable possibility and its implications for
eugenics, what else can the Vril-ya turn to but a form of biopolitics?
The Eugenic Biopolitical
In addition to enshrining female mate choice into their customs, the Vril-ya have a
recognizably biopolitical system of governance that Tish explores in accordance with the
conventions of the utopian novel. It is not only Tish that has to worry about being
destroyed at the will of the local authorities. All flesh-eating wild animals are subject to
being atomized by the application of Vril as a matter of course in order to protect the
community from direct harm, with the children of the Vril-ya going hunting for the
enormous reptiles that eat flesh. Nor is this the sole manner in which the children of the
Vril-ya demonstrate their immense power; when members of the Vril-ya wish to start
new communities, they are perfectly willing to destroy other races of Ana to take their
cultivated lands or in response to attacks from them, for “there is no coming to terms of
peace with a race so idiotic that it is always changing the form of government which
represents it” (E. Bulwer-Lytton, TCR 129). In other words, the Vril-ya deride all races
that govern themselves democratically, considering them dangerously competitive and
necessarily tending toward anarchy.27 Even though such communities occasionally
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This critique of democracy is another aspect of the satire that Bulwer-Lytton is employing throughout
the novel; as Tish is an American, his affiliation with the “savages” that practice democracy is meant to at
once lower him in the estimation of the utopia he visits as well as mock the American culture of
capitalism: “They pretend to be all equals, and the more they have struggled to be so, by removing old
distinctions, and starting afresh, the more glaring and intolerable the disparity becomes, because nothing
in hereditary affections and associations is left to soften the one naked distinction between the many who
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declare war on the Vril-ya, using “clumsy iron tubes charged with saltpeter” because the
Vril-ya “do not accept their notions of Soc-Sec (money getting) on some trading
principles which they have the impudence to call ‘a law of civilization,’” they are always
already overmatched by the power of Vril (E. Bulwer-Lytton, TCR 124). Because “a
female infant of four years old belonging to the Vril-ya races can accomplish feats which
a life spent in its practice would not enable the strongest and most skilled mechanician
born out of the pale of the Vril-ya to achieve” and the Vril-ya’s “hardy life as children
make [them] take cheerfully to travel and adventure” when they must emigrate to new
places, the Vril-ya often send their children out as hunting parties as well as on genocidal
crusades (E. Bulwer-Lytton, TCR 99-100, 129). Using Vril, half a dozen Vril-ya children
may cheerfully slaughter 30 million of the other races of Ana.
At the same time, however, it is only through Taë and Zee’s intervention that Tish
escapes immediate destruction when he first arrives underground. Even though Tish is
easily identifiable with both the flesh-eating reptiles and the lesser democratic and
capitalist races, he turns out to be a figure more difficult to kill. While it is clear that the
Vril-ya’s first and final instinct is to destroy Tish as potentially harmful, the threat of his
destruction remains throughout the novel only at the level of the threat. Even when the
magistrate orders Taë to destroy Tish, Taë balks at the task, giving the epigraph to this
chapter as his justification: “It is no crime to slay those who threaten the good of the
community; it would be a crime to slay the smallest insect that cannot harm us” (E.
Bulwer-Lytton, TCR 201). Taë remains unconvinced that Tish poses a threat to the
communal good and is therefore reticent to destroy him. In a seeming paradox, the total
have nothing and the few who have much” (E. Bulwer-Lytton, TCR 123). More pointedly in terms of Tish’s
own biology, “‘in Glek-Nas [the anarchy that invariably follows democracy] the brain and heart of the
creatures disappear, and they become all jaws, claws, and belly’” (E. Bulwer-Lytton, TCR 130).
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destruction of animal species28 and the genocide of whole communities are both simpler
and easier for the Vril-ya than the execution of a single human being. If this paradox
sounds familiar, it is because it resembles a tension that Foucault notes in his History of
Sexuality. As biopolitics takes hold in modernity and the “technology of wars has caused
them to tend increasingly toward all-out destruction,” he writes, genocide becomes “the
dream of modern powers. . .because power is situated and exercised at the level of life,
the species, the race, and the large-scale phenomena of population” (Foucault, History
137). But as soon as power begins to be deployed at the level of population, “capital
punishment could not be maintained except by invoking less the enormity of the crime
itself than the monstrosity of the criminal, his incorrigibility, and the safeguard of society.
One had the right to kill those who represented a kind of biological danger to others”
(Foucault, History 138 italics mine). Not only, then, is the large-scale treatment of
populations in the novel similar to Foucault’s analysis of biopower, but the Vril-ya’s
basic sense of law is the same as the biopolitical impulse that Foucault describes. Those
beings who threaten the “A-glaurin” or communal good through their dangerous biology
are to be destroyed, but only once that biological danger can be adequately quantified and
expressed. The local fauna are destroyed if they are carnivorous or if they “ravage the
produce of [the Vril-ya’s] labour”; the other races of humanoids are destroyed when they
impede the growth of new Vril-ya communities. And, of course, when Tish’s “too
seductive person” makes him the desirable choice for female mate selection, he becomes
a threat to the health and purity of the race in the manner that Foucault is examining in
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In addition to the reptiles, the children also slaughter any of the local fauna that interfere with the Vrilya’s farming.
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my second epigraph at the start of this chapter. At that point the novel plays out the
eugenic logic of the Vril-ya for the reader to see in full implementation.
The idea of having the superior children of the Vril-ya be their most potent
weapon in colonization and warfare has clear eugenic overtones, to be sure, but the novel
goes out of its way to make this dynamic clear to the reader. Even when the magistrate
has determined that Tish must destroyed, the order to carry that out is given to Taë, “chief
among the children who are commissioned to destroy such lives as threaten the
community.” Not only are the children of the Vril-ya potent users of Vril, they are
powerful precisely because they are born Vril-ya. Tish is not simply regarded as a
dangerous blood pollutant due to his teeth; in addition to those, his inability to use the
wands that allow for the application of Vril must also count against him, because “the full
exercise of Vril power can only be acquired by the constitutional temperament—i.e., by
hereditarily transmitted organisation” (E. Bulwer-Lytton, TCR 99). As Zee makes clear to
Tish when she compares his hand to hers, only those beings with a superior genetic
inheritance may adequately control the power that Vril offers:
“With your slight formation of thumb,’ said the philosophical young Gy,
“and with the absence of the nerve which you find more or less developed
in the hands of our race, you can never achieve other than imperfect and
feeble power over the agency of Vril; but so far as the nerve is concerned,
that is not found in the hands of our earliest progenitors, nor in those of the
ruder tribes without the pale of the Vril-ya. It has been slowly developed
in the course of generations . . . in the course of one or two thousand years,
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such a nerve may possibly be engendered in those higher beings of your
race. . .” (E. Bulwer-Lytton, TCR 103)
Again, as with the satiric invocation of American capitalism above, the heredity that
differentiates Tish from the Vril-ya necessarily places him in the same sphere as those
“ruder tribes without the pale of the Vril-ya,” which were so simply and easily destroyed
by the Vril-ya children. His inability to use the Vril Staff, a clear phallic symbol which
nevertheless is most potent in the hands of women, emphasizes also the inverted power
structure of the Vril-ya’s female choice. Thus Tish is made by the novel a nexus point
between three different categories of being: he is at once a Vril-ya (through his potential
sexual relations with Zee and the princess), a savage Ana (through his allegiance to
democracy, capitalism, and “primitive” warfare), and an unthinking animal (through his
hairy features, inferior hands, and carnivorous teeth). This combination is neatly
encapsulated in the name Tish, which he is given by the Vril-ya; it is an affectionate
nickname that means little barbarian, but it literally translates to Froglet. Tish is therefore
intimately connected with the beings that the Vril-ya abhor in the savage and revere in
the Frog. This complicated interplay is what requires a biopolitical response.
That Tish survives at all is due to the magistrate’s aversion to “all novel
experiments at variance with our custom of sparing life, except where it is clearly proved
to be for the good of the community to take it” (E. Bulwer-Lytton, TCR 152). Right here
the biopolitical impulse is announced. Just as Tish is exploring the civilization as a
tourist in a utopia, the utopia is examining Tish in return in order to determine whether or
not he threatens the established order. In so doing, the Vril-ya attempt to determine
whether or not Tish’s life is, in Hannah Arendt’s formulation, simply that of the zoe or
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bare life, at which point he may be killed, or whether he represents a member of the
political bios and stands before them as a civilized being. But whereas such a distinction
might be obvious if we were to compare the human and the non-human—juxtaposing the
carnivorous reptiles with the lesser races of the Ana, say—Tish’s awkward position
betwixt and between these categories makes the exercise incredibly difficult. More to the
point, Tish is only able to exist in such a liminal position due to the novel’s deployment
of Darwin. However, it is not simply Tish’s admixture of categories that actually
threatens the Vril-ya with biological harm; it is instead the possibility of him being
chosen as a mate by a Gy and the resulting potential children that places Tish into peril.
Tish’s life becomes one that threatens the community only when it undermines
the Vril-ya’s basic organizing principle—that of female-driven sexual selection—and the
only available response to that perceived threat is a eugenic one. Alph-Lin makes this
problem clear to Tish, as I have noted above. Should a young Gy choose Tish for a
husband, he would immediately be destroyed for the communal good. It is worth asking,
then, why this should be the case. Why is it better to Tish than “to compel a young
[woman] to any course opposed to that which she chooses to pursue” (E. Bulwer-Lytton,
TCR 154)? Why is it that “the Gy-ei are in the fullest enjoyment of all the rights of
equality with males, for which certain philosophers above ground contend” (E. BulwerLytton, TCR 62)? Though Tish thinks the whole reason is the Gy-ei being the larger of
the two sexes and their superior grasp of Vril compared to the men (with Zee being
compared to an Amazon and also being the most learned and accomplished person in the
College of Sages), there is no clear basis for the men’s reluctance to interfere with the
choices of the Gy-ei that is built into the function of marriage (not simply sex this time)
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as the Vril-ya practice it. We have already seen how the pursuit of marriage is given
entirely over to female mate-choice a la Darwin, but the marriage itself is also built upon
a codified set of rules that are radically different from Victorian European norms:
They now bind themselves in wedlock only for three years; at the end of
each third year either male or female can divorce the other and is free to
marry again. At the end of ten years the An has the privilege of taking a
second wife, allowing the first to retire if she so please. These regulations
are for the most part a dead letter; divorces and polygamy are extremely
rare, and the marriage state now seems singularly happy and serene among
this astonishing people;—the Gy-ei, notwithstanding their boastful
superiority in physical strength and intellectual abilities, being much
curbed into gentle manners by the dread of separation or of a second wife,
and the Ana being very much the creatures of custom, and not, except
under great aggravation, likely to exchange for hazardous novelties faces
and manners to which they are reconciled by habit. (E. Bulwer-Lytton,
TCR 64-65)
In addition to the Gy-ei curbing their physical strength and intellectual abilities, they give
up their wings when they marry. Indeed, the Gy-ei, it appears, willingly give up all power
and authority outside of the domestic sphere in order to “secure the An of her choice” and
even within the domestic sphere become “the most amiable, conciliatory, and submissive
wives” that Tish has ever seen (E. Bulwer-Lytton, TCR 66, 67). So while the Gy-ei are
young and single, they are apparently unmovable, and the instant that they become wives,
they submit entirely male authority. This is a handy fiction that the Vril-ya cling to, and
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whether he notices it or not, Tish also uncovers what is, all too clearly. an irreconcilable
tension within this marriage plot. The reason given for these particular rules is a historical
anecdote that calls to mind Aristophanes’s ancient Greek play Lysistrata (411 BCE) :
Above all, the Gy-ei have a readier and more concentrated power over that
mysterious fluid or agency which contains the element of destruction. . .
Thus they cannot only defend themselves against all aggressions from the
males, but could, at any moment when he least expected his danger,
terminate the existence of an offending spouse. To the credit of the Gy-ei
no instance of their abuse of this awful superiority in the art of destruction
is on record for several ages. The last that occurred in the community I
speak of appears (according to their chronology) to have been about two
thousand years ago. A Gy, then, in a fit of jealousy, slew her husband; and
this abominable act inspired such terror among the males that they
emigrated in a body and left all the Gy-ei to themselves. The history runs
that the widowed Gy-ei, thus reduced to despair, fell upon the murderess
when in her sleep (and therefore unarmed), and killed her, and then
entered into a solemn obligation amongst themselves to abrogate forever
the exercise of their extreme conjugal powers, and to inculcate the same
obligation for ever and ever on their female children.” (E. Bulwer-Lytton,
TCR 63-64 emphasis mine)
As in Lysistrata, the Vril-ya women come together as a cohort of sexual and political
subjects to enact a prohibition against violence. Unlike in that play, however, the Gy-ei
give up their Vril, and thus social, power in the pursuit of consistent access to sex;
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Bulwer-Lytton has inverted a classical text which imagines women’s politics as a form of
sexual selection to make women more invested in sex and marriage. In order to enter into
a marriage contract, Tish discovers, the women must promise to the men that they will
not be destroyed, that women will not use their politico-social power to destroy the men.
What is more, according to the Vril-ya, “by long hereditary disuse, the Gy-ei have lost
both the aggressive and defensive superiority over the Ana which they once possessed,
just as in the inferior animals above the earth many peculiarities in their original
formation, intended by nature for their protection, gradually fade or become inoperative
when not needed under altered circumstances” (E. Bulwer-Lytton, TCR 64). “Hereditary
disuse” is of course in some sense the Lamarckian idea that if organisms fail to use their
inherent gifts, then the gifts will fade in successive generations; this scheme the opposite
of how the Vril-ya acquired the use of the Vril staffs in the first place.
Even so, perhaps inadvertently, there is a secondary explanation in the text that
Tish does not seem to recognize. After this historical Gy kills her husband and all of the
men leave the community, the Gy-ei fail to woo all of the men back; in fact “those who
did return were mostly the elder ones. The younger, either from too craven a doubt of
their consorts, or too high an estimate of their own merits, rejected all overtures, and,
remaining in other communities, were caught up there by other mates” (E. BulwerLytton, TCR 64 emphasis mine). Here is another possible moment of sexual selection at
work in the novel, this time from the pursued men turning down the pursuing women for
other mates. Thus the “hereditary disuse” of the Gy-ei’s aggression might have simply
been bred out of gene pool through this particular community being unable to have any
further children. In fact, the death of the historical Gy at the hand of her fellow women is
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another example within the novel of the death of the biologically unfit and abnormal in
service of the greater community. Her destruction of her mate endangers the race, and she
cannot be allowed to live, in a move that echoes Tish’s own peril. Consequently, she is
killed, and the resulting hereditary lineage is “better” because of it—eugenics in full cry.
What we then see is a beginning of the biopolitical mode of control in the community that
is bound up directly with the Gy-ei’s insistence of their right to mate choice. Because of
all the things that this historical incident induces the Gy-ei to give up, “there is one
privilege the Gy-ei carefully retain, and the desire for which perhaps forms the secret
motive of most lady asserters of woman rights above ground. They claim the privilege,
here usurped by men, of proclaiming their love and urging their suit; in other words, of
being the wooing party rather than the wooed” (E. Bulwer-Lytton, TCR 65). Hence, for
The Coming Race, the Woman Problem is also the problem of female mate choice which
then becomes a problem of both eugenics and the biopolitical production of power.
This problem is not simply contained to the distant past or the interactions
between the Vril-ya of different sexes; this is the problem that now forecloses any
possibility of Tish marrying into the Vril-ya, even when he is chosen as a mate by the two
Gy-ei. Even as Tish relates this history and the supposed hereditary disuse of the Gy-ei’s
superiority, he does not think it worth chancing: “I should be sorry, however, for any An
who induced a Gy to make the experiment whether he or she were the stronger” (E.
Bulwer-Lytton, TCR 64). Blended into the marriage customs of the Vril-ya, it turns out,
is the distinct possibility of the women destroying their mates, with only the biopolitical
control of the community keeping such events from reoccurring. I say only, because Tish
notes that the other mechanisms in place which are meant to keep the problem from
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reoccurring seem a “dead letter”; divorce and polygamy are quite rare, and yet marriages
seem quite felicitous. We should therefore consider the marriages of the Vril-ya as
functioning precisely because the burial of this historical (and still lurking) schema. The
altered marriage customs date to this particular example of eugenic biopolitics, but the
regulations that the schema seems to have induced among the Vril-ya are rarely used. At
the same time, the possibility of the eugenic biopolitical erupting even in the present of
the novel is clear from the various marriage options that Zee lays out for Tish.
When Zee confronts Tish over the princess’s affection for him, she articulates
several possibilities for shared lives between them, all with what Tish calls a
“disinterested and self-immolating” love (E. Bulwer-Lytton, TCR 187). Because of the
ever-present eugenic threat, which Tish even expresses aloud at the beginning of the
conversation, the “two cannot wed as those of the same race wed,” and, in Zee’s mind,
they must restrict themselves to a pure marriage of the souls, without the “ignoble union”
of sex (E. Bulwer-Lytton, TCR 185). To this arrangement, her father, the magistrate, and
the College of Sages do or will consent to allow. But Tish points out “how humiliating
would be my position amongst her race in the light of a husband who might never be
permitted the name of father” (E. Bulwer-Lytton, TCR 185). His chaste marriage would
fulfill exactly the same eugenic outcome as him refusing to marry at all, because their
marriage would not allow him to have children. Even as Zee attempts to find a way
around the prohibitions that such a eugenic biopolitics institutes, her solution can only
ever be more eugenics. Because the marriage strips out sex, this kind of sexual selection
can only fail.
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This problem is borne out by the other possibilities that she offers Tish. Neither
their fleeing to the wilderness to live in solitude nor both returning to the upper world to
live with human beings are possible, and for much the same reason: the two owe a duty to
their own races. Tish cannot deprive the Vril-ya of Zee, nor can he “introduce into the
upper world a being so formidably gifted” (E. Bulwer-Lytton, TCR 186). In addition,
Tish cannot give up the possibility of his own sexual desires for “the more human
affection of mates less exalted above [his] erring self” (E. Bulwer-Lytton, TCR 186).
Given Zee’s abilities powerful control over Vril, he cannot guarantee that “she be a safe
companion to [him] in case her affection should be subjected to change or embittered by
jealousy” (E. Bulwer-Lytton, TCR 187). Tish foresees a repetition of the historical event
which necessitated the biopolitical governance of the marriage customs in the first place.
Neither of the two of them can imagine a world outside of eugenic biopolitics, because
the concept of female mate choice is always already a form of eugenics within The
Coming Race. Once such practices become politically established—as the First Wave
feminists, according to Tish, desire above all other rights—a biopolitical mode of
governance is the necessary outcome. As the novel closes, it is less the Vril-ya that Tish
warns the reader about and more the Coming Race of Womankind.
Bulwer-Lytton thus offers us a society based on an anti-feminist nightmare,
wherein women treat men as men treat women under patriarchy. In demonstrating
women in control of their own sexuality and with the social power to enact their own
wishes, Bulwer-Lytton directly engages with Darwin’s theories of sexual selection in
ways that give female choice a great deal of political potential. Though this potential is
choked off at the end of the novel, the seemingly inevitable biopolitical schema that
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follows from allowing female choice demonstrates the way forward for feminists to gain
social power: they must insist on their biologically-determined right to control their
procreative sexuality, which is the nexus point not only for female empowerment but also
for subjugation of those “abnormal” subjects whose mere existence threatens the racial
purity of those in charge. Thus this novel functions paradoxically as both a dire warning
of the rising potential of feminist political reform and a reorientation of political
possibility in a world of female choice. Its patriarchal impulses—warning its readers of
the coming political power of women—make it the most politically conservative novel in
this study, though the introduction of Darwin’s female choice also makes it genuinely
radical at the same time.
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Chapter 2: Voicing Biopolitics in Henry James’s The Bostonians
“Why should you ever listen to me again, when you loathe my ideas?”
“I don't listen to your ideas; I listen to your voice.”
—Verena and Basil in Henry James, The Bostonians (1886)
To begin with a critical commonplace (not to say cliché): T.S. Eliot wrote of
Henry James that his “critical genius comes out most tellingly in his mastery over, his
baffling escape from, Ideas; a mastery and an escape which are perhaps the last test of a
superior intelligence. He had a mind so fine that no idea could violate it” (qtd. in Holder
494). But whereas one reading of Eliot’s assessment would imply that Henry James’s
novels lack “Ideas” (and probably also uncapitalized ideas as well), I think a more
compelling understanding, keeping in mind James’s work and his own clearly articulated
ideas about what a novel should and should not do, is the one articulated by Alan Holder:
“Eliot seems to have meant that the novelist's mind did not permit any a priori
formulations about experience to blind it to experience itself, that it did not attempt to
arrive at final generalizations but remained alert to life's dialectical possibilities and
particularity” (494). Henry James’s novels, in other words, are not free of ideas, even as
they usually adopt the stances of psychological realism. Indeed, their scope is not
dictated by James’s own particular worldview; rather than attempting with his novels to
“reform the solar system” or “abolish Europe,” phrases used by characters in his The
Bostonians (1886), James is instead “try[ing] to be a person on whom nothing is lost”
(James, The Art of Fiction 53). When he takes up an idea for the purpose of writing a
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novel—which he certainly seems to in his notebook entry on The Bostonians29—his
purpose is not to argue out the implications of the idea or to convince his reader of the
correctness of his preconceived position; it is to “see both sides of the question,” to
“leave behind the black-and-white discriminations” that humans rely on day-to-day
(Lesser 176).
This is why insistently political readings of James’s work, such as Leon Trilling’s
claim that “James conceived Basil Ransom as if he were a leading, ideal intelligence” in
the cause of “intelligent romantic conservativism” or Alfred Hebegger’s linking Basil’s
conservative political opinions directly with that of James, can come across as superficial
readings (Trilling 113; Habegger 188-189). They are too quick to dispense with
ambiguity and irony in favor of finding in James “unequivocal declarations” and
“absolutely unquestionable judgements or analyses” (Habegger 182). Lynda Zwinger
agrees when she “posits that James’s fiction does not offer itself fully to taxonomies and
genealogies” and that any critical reading “leaves all kinds of telltale dirt behind” (2, 15).
One of the challenges of this chapter, then, is to take seriously the political ideas that The
Bostonians presents to its audience without declaring positively that “James means this”
or “the novel argues that,” because those declarations are easily undermined by James’s
own “dirt.” I will instead attempt to listen to the ideas without becoming distracted by the
narrative voice, because these ideas present several political possibilities even beyond the
seemingly conservative ending. After all, there is nothing inevitable about Basil
becoming the model for the Southern Agrarians, as Trilling argues, nor for the
relationship between Olive and Verena to inaugurate the lesbian novel, as critics like
29

“I wished to write a very American tale, a tale very characteristic of our social conditions, and I asked
myself what was the most salient and peculiar point in our social life. The answer was: the situation of
women, the decline of the sentiment of sex, the agitation on their behalf” (James, Notebooks 20).
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David Van Leer and Natasha Hurley argue, but those possibilities certainly exist within
the ideas examined, rather than finalized, by The Bostonians (Trilling; Van Leer 93;
Hurley 150).
In terms of this project, then, I will not be asking whether or not the novel is proor anti-suffrage, but rather: to what extent and in what form does the novel present proand anti-suffrage ideas? In making this choice, I am taking inspiration from Wendy
Lesser’s conclusion about the novel’s triangular structure as necessarily ambiguous.
While the effect of the novel is, in her reading, “to sort readers vigorously into two
opposing camps [Basil vs Olive], with little or no acknowledgment that things could be
seen another way,” James falls into neither camp himself because he has “the capacity to
take Olive’s and Basil’s roles equally seriously” (197). Where I differ from Lesser is in
her claim that “it is always a mistake, in James, to let the general prevail over the
specific” (197). Instead, we should consider Olive and Basil as representatives of
particular political types—the radical Bostonian feminist lesbian versus the conservative
Mississippian patriarchal heterosexual30—whose specific clash at the moment of the
novel leads to what seems a pyrrhic victory for conservativism. After all, it will be
several decades before the possibilities of Olive’s movement will achieve its purported
ultimate goal of women’s suffrage. It may simply appear to James, on whom nothing is
lost, that the historical moment is not right for women’s suffrage: that may be why the
conservative Basil can be said to “win” the conflict with Olive. But that “win,” which is
not really winning, does not necessarily undermine Olive’s political position. The
somewhat abrupt, ambiguous ending does not pretend to tell us the future of the woman’s

30

My understanding of characters as types comes first from the novel, which labels nearly every character
as a “type” at one point or another, as well as Hurley’s Queer Circulations.
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movement any more than it tells us Verena’s personal future. I therefore consider here the
conflict between Olive and Basil as indicative of the political present that the novel
purports to show. Indeed, I argue, building on my previous chapter, that the political
conflict of The Bostonians is predicated on the Darwinian conflict of sexual selection,
which is here reflected, to be more specific, in a version that presages Rene Girard’s
theory of triangular desire. In addition, I find that the sexual-selection conflict between
Basil and Olive is ultimately rehearsing the contest between a conservative disciplinarity
and the further development of biopolitics that Foucault has described as permeation or
penetration.
Possession of the Other(?) Sex
. . .the suspicion does not appear improbable that the progenitors of man, either the males
or females, or both sexes, before they had acquired the power of expressing their mutual
love in articulate language, endeavoured to charm each other with musical notes and
rhythm.
—Charles Darwin, The Descent of Man
As Sara Graça da Silva points out in her article on The Coming Race, Darwin
revised The Origin of Species in the sixth edition, following the publication of Descent of
Man, to allow for the possibility of an active female sex in his definition of sexual
selection (154-155). Post-1871, Darwinian theory allows for female members of a species
to battle one another over access to males, although The Descent of Man devotes most of
its energy to male-male competition for the attention of females. As with The Coming
Race, The Bostonians interrogates the ideas of The Descent and does so by inverting
some of the principles basic to the theory. In contrast to Bulwer-Lytton, where Tish and
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the male Vril-ya become the object of female-female competition, James, as Hurley
writes, “inaugurated the triangulated plot design wherein a relationship between women
ends when one of them prefers the life and embrace of a man” (150). James therefore
goes a step beyond Darwin and Bulwer-Lytton in his construction of the love triangle
between Olive, Verena, and Basil. Although this triangular structure is not new to James
(in fact, Bert Bender devotes a chapter each to Roderick Hudson and Portrait of a Lady’s
triangles as direct responses to Darwin’s Descent), this male-female-female structure has
an effect beyond giving “a scientific background to [his] dearest prejudices” (Sinclair
234). By having Olive and Basil battle over marriage to Verena, James rewrites Darwin’s
sexual selection from the “struggle between the individuals of one sex, generally the
males, for the possession of the other sex,” into a conflict between members of two
different sexes for the same mate (Darwin, Origin 69 emphasis mine).
The first result of this authorial choice appears in the basic equality that the novel
constructs between Olive and Basil. It starts superficially with their similar names (green,
edible plants), their being cousins, and their appreciation for German books, and then it
extends to the fundamental jealousy of their characters, to their desire for Verena’s voice,
rather than her ideas, and to their shared disbelief about her parentage. But these elements
are but the surface level of a deeper relationship between the two, which echoes the
triangular structure of desire in Rene Girard’s work. In Girard’s structure, “the disciple
pursues objects which are determined for him, or at least seem to be determined for him,
by the model” of desire (2). Olive and Basil’s desire for Verena arises from each one
imitating the other’s desire for her; as Thomas Bertonneau writes, “Olive and Basil do
appear to be (in Girard's terms) rivals and models of one another; indeed, the incipient
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riot at the Music Hall can persuasively be shown to stem from the original co-presence
of the two at Miss Birdseye’s” (64).
We can see this structure first in the awkwardness of their first meeting in Olive’s
house, especially in light of the opaque reasons for which Olive invites Basil in the first
place. Olive is initially jealous of Basil’s position as a man, feeling “a kind of tenderness
of envy” at the risk he was allowed to take during the Civil War; “the most secret, the
most sacred hope of her nature was. . .that she might be a martyr and die for something”
as her brothers did for the North and as Basil offered to do for the South (James,
Bostonians 13).31 Olive sees in Basil what Girard refers to as a mediator for her desire
for the power/position of manhood (Girard 53), and this “touch of envy” is the true
impetus for her invitation. Basil, of course, does not understand this; until he meets Olive
in person, his assumption is that she has invited him here as the first overture to
marriage.32 We can see this disconnect from the contrast between what the narrator tells
us about “our panting young man” and Basil’s own perceptions of Olive. Struck by the
furnishings of Charles Street, “It came over him. . .that she was unmarried as well as rich,
that she was sociable (her letter answered that) as well as single; and he had for a moment
the whimsical vision of becoming a partner in so flourishing a firm” (James, Bostonians
17). The metaphor of the law office demonstrates Basil’s actual desire for material
success that no amount of the culture in Charles Street can fulfill, but it also, in this
moment, makes his desire to be a material success the Girardian mediator of his desire to
be Olive. After all, if Basil would join Olive in a “flourishing firm,” it means that Olive is
31

Henry James was himself drafted to fight in the Union army in 1863, but he was exempted from military
duty due to a physical disability. Olive’s touch of envy might well have been shared by her creator, who
watched others volunteer to lay down their lives, including an attempt by his brother William to join the
army. See Charles and Tess Hoffman, “Henry James and the Civil War.”
32
“Why had she made advances, if she wanted to pinch him this way?” (James, Bostonians 24).
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already materially successful, putting her in the position of mediator.33 This thought is
seemingly only the “whimsical” one of a moment, because “what Basil Ransom actually
perceived was that Miss Chancellor was a signal old maid. . .Olive Chancellor was
unmarried by every implication of her being” (James, Bostonians 18). The novel will
eventually show the reader that this perception, though “actually perceived” by Basil in a
moment of free indirect discourse, is unfounded; Olive has no desire to marry men.34 Men
do not marry men. It is this misperception that leaves Basil asking “If she was not going
to like me, why in the world did she write to me?” a question he asks twice aloud in rapid
succession (James, Bostonians 98). The answer is that she is never going to “like” Basil;
as we will see, she simply wants to be like Basil.
Basil’s desire for Olive does not end at this initial failure to marry. Rather, his
initial whimsical thought pervades his motivations for the rest of the book. It is not for
nothing that he engages in the exact same thought process regarding Mrs. Luna toward
the middle of the book, when “he felt, I will not say almost marriageable, but almost
married” to Olive’s sister, again in quixotic pursuit of material success (James,
Bostonians 201). Rather than thinking about joining a flourishing law firm, Basil “almost
persuaded himself that the moral law commanded him to marry Mrs. Luna” in pursuit of
his publishing goals (James, Bostonians 202); the only way he can escape this temporary
engagement, “to break the spell,” it appears, is to ask about Olive, which points to the
33

“‘Oh, the position of women!’ Basil Ransom exclaimed. ‘The position of women is to make fools of men.
I would change my position for yours any day,’ he went on. ‘That's what I said to myself as I sat there in
your elegant home’” (James, Bostonians 24)
34
This interpretation of Olive also seems to be shared by the narrator, when he explains Olive’s reaction
to Matthias Pardon: “It seemed to our young lady that nothing could be less attractive than to owe her
emancipation to such a one as Matthias Pardon; and it is curious that those qualities which he had in
common with Verena, and which in her seemed to Olive romantic and touching—her having sprung from
the "people," had an acquaintance with poverty, a hand-to-mouth development, and an experience of the
seamy side of life—availed in no degree to conciliate Miss Chancellor. I suppose it was because he was a
man” (James, Bostonians 146).
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way that his marriage plans create slippages between the sisters’ wildly divergent
identities (James, Bostonians 202). But this brief aside with Mrs. Luna would be simply
another whimsical moment, one could argue—just as asking after Olive is simply a
conversational dodge in pursuit of Basil’s true desire, Verena—were it not for a few other
telling moments in the novel. It is striking that, in the first moment that Basil sees
Verena, he “secretly wishe[s] that his cousin—since fate was to reserve for him a cousin
in Boston—had been more like that” (James, Bostonians 45). He would rather Olive be
the sexually available and attractive girl so that his ideas toward marriage were more
achievable, that his old maid of a cousin were willing to play the courtship game as he
had expected of her. What Basil has is therefore a transference of one desire to another: a
desire to marry Olive becomes a desire to marry Verena. Moreover, given Olive’s
initially successful claim on Verena, this desire is also a desire to be like Olive. We
cannot forget that, when Olive invites Verena to her home, beginning their own queer
courtship, Basil “regret[s] for a minute that he was not a Boston lady, so that he might
extend her such an invitation” (James, Bostonians 69). 35 Where Olive desires to be her
version of a Southern gentleman so that she can marry Verena, Basil wants to be a
Boston woman for the same purpose. This parallel helps to clarify the way that Basil
refers to the two women as “The Bostonians” throughout the book, as Hurley has noticed;
it likewise explains Olive’s “purchase” of Verena from her parents in the manner of a
slave-holder. Basil and Olive seek to become each other in pursuit of their actual goal as
each mediates the desire for their opposite.

35

Not only is Basil wishing he could be a lady, he’s also wishing that he had a Boston address to invite
Verena to visit, making his desire to be Olive twofold.
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These mediations of desire reinforce and trouble the sexual selection narrative of
the novel. Verena is asked to evaluate and choose between two potential suitors, both of
whom are considered legitimate options by the novel itself. Fundamentally, and
regardless of the eventual ending, both “marriages” (Verena/Olive and Verena/Basil) are
possible within the logic of the novel. Granted, of the two, the only “marriage” for which
James details possibilities is the ersatz one between Verena and Olive, but there is a
tendency in the critical conversation to take uncritically the narrator’s description of Basil
as “the most important personage in my narrative” while glossing over the preceding
qualification “as a representative of his sex” (James, Bostonians 5). Indeed, this moment
reads to me as a narratorial corrective for the beginning of the novel, the first word of
which is, of course, “Olive.” The point of this qualification is to set Basil apart from the
other men of the novel—those newspaper-reading/writing dilettantes that James wishes to
bafouer—without raising him in importance above the other two women of the triangle.
Obviously this is a rhetorical move possible to pull off only with the odd one out of a
triangle—that is, the male in a triangle of a man and two women—but to describe Basil
in such a way, even though he is not the central figure of the triangle (the object of desire
for the two competing subjects), calls attention to the queer structure that the novel
presents, one where gender distinction does not strictly determine the centrality of
character.
Instead, Basil and Olive are represented as two equivalent sides of a triangle with
Verena at the central point. The novel makes this structure clear in multiple ways,
beginning with the characters’ introductions. Not only do Basil and Olive meet each other
before they both meet Verena; they meet Verena together. The novel opens by following
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the two of them to Miss Birdseye’s meeting. From the first chapter to the ninth, they
follow the same basic plotline and begin their courtships of Verena from the same
position, altered only by James’s characterization of them. They find themselves
attracted to Verena on the same terms: for both of them, their first impression is identical,
but inverted. In chapter six, Olive thinks to herself that Basil “could speak to that pretty
girl who had just come in—the one with red hair—if he liked,” whereas Basil asks Dr
Prance “who the young lady was with the red hair—the pretty one, whom he had only
noticed during the last ten minutes” (James, Bostonians 40, 44). Not only are the
adjectives “red” and “pretty” repeated, but the two adjectives each serve as an appositive
for the other in both instances. The similar sentence-pattern, relying on the use of the
dash, obviously emphasizes the most noticeable aspects of Verena’s appearance. Indeed,
when Verena is first introduced to the novel in the fourth chapter, Miss Birdseye notices
the same red hair and prettiness, although her sentence construction is very different:
“The girl was very pretty, though she had red hair” (James, Bostonians 33). Rather than
Verena’s red hair being another name for her prettiness, as with Olive and Basil, the red
hair and prettiness are placed at odds in Miss Birdseye’s version.36 For her pursuers,
Verena’s red hair and prettiness are synonymous, although that Basil inverts the two
adjectives after Olive also emphasizes that these are two different viewpoints. For all that
the two are inverted, however, Basil and Olive both notice Verena at the same moment in
the same circumstance in the same language in the same sentence structure—and, of the
people who notice, only Olive and Basil find the whole package attractive.
36

We can likely say the same about Dr Prance’s view of Verena, because, for her, Verena’s red hair is
coupled with the observation that Verena might be anemic: “Little Doctor Prance, with her hard good
sense, had noted that she was anæmic, and had intimated that she was a deceiver. The value of her
performance was yet to be proved, but she was certainly very pale, white as women are who have that
shade of red hair; they look as if their blood had gone into it” (James, Bostonians 59)
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This first, and I think critical, description of Verena is further reinforced during
these early moments in the triangular relationship. For Basil, the redness of Verena’s hair
is twice recalled through her playing with “a large red fan, which she kept constantly in
movement,” a detail which is itself paired both times with a description of Verena’s eyes
(James, Bostonians 45). This combination emphasizes the highly visual nature of Basil’s
attraction to Verena and the way in which he fails to listen to what Verena says:
The effect was not in what she said, though she said some such pretty
things, but in the picture and figure of the half-bedizened damsel (playing,
now again, with her red fan), the visible freshness and purity of the little
effort. When she had gained confidence she opened her eyes, and their
shining softness was half the effect of her discourse. (James, Bostonians
61)
Furthermore, Verena’s “figure of the half-bedizened damsel” is dressed in “a light-brown
dress, of a shape that struck [Basil] as fantastic, a yellow petticoat, and a large crimson
sash fastened at the side; while round her neck, and falling low upon her flat young chest,
she had a double chain of amber beads,” a costume seemingly designed to emphasize the
redness of her hair (James, Bostonians 61, 59). But it also functions as a reference to The
Descent of Man. As Bender argues, the “civilized woman’s style of dress (often
embellished with the plumes of birds)” will “play on the ways in which lovers are
naturally attracted” in a Darwinian scheme (19). Verena’s fan need not necessarily be
made of feathers to evoke the fans of mating birds, especially as it constantly moves just
as she is drawing every eye in the room in her direction; the vividness of her red hair
echoes Darwin’s section on “Colour of hair and skin” just as much as his section on the
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brightly colored plumage of birds. Nor does Basil fail to make this connection, at least
subconsciously. When he asks Mrs. Farrinder whether she enjoyed Verena’s speech, he
realizes that “it was none of his business whether in [Mrs. Farrinder’s] heart she thought
Verena a parrot or a genius” and he worries that Mrs. Farrinder will “take her up and the
girl would be ruined, would force her note and become a screamer” (James, Bostonians
66 emphasis mine). The word “screamer” here is literal, but also forms a pun in a
conjunction with “parrot,” where not only is screamer slang for “a person, animal, or
thing of exceptional size, attractiveness, etc.; a splendid specimen; e.g. a well-grown or
beautiful female”; it is also a type of bird (see “screamer” in the OED) and suggests a
woman too strident and undisciplined to be attractive. As we read through this
conversation, it is clear that these comparisons to birds are wholly Basil’s thoughts, “said
to himself,” because Mrs Farrinder keeps her true opinion to herself, and, when Basil
makes “mechanical appeal” to Olive, she gives no answer (James, Bostonians 66). Basil
is therefore attracted to Verena in terms analogous to Darwin’s birds, and he is concerned
that Verena’s sexual attractiveness will diminish should she become more like Mrs
Farrinder. Although Olive is not shown making the same connection as Basil, the narrator
does so for her when Verena first visits Charles Street, where Olive “take[s] her up, in the
literal sense of the phrase, like a bird of the air, had spread an extraordinary pair of wings,
and carried [Verena] through the dizzying void of space” (James, Bostonians 79). Olive
is, like Basil, responding to the bird-like nature that Verena displays in Miss Birdseye’s
parlor, and, like Basil, treats Verena as a bird in her sexual pursuit. In the second book of
The Bostonians, the narrator will make this comparison explicitly.37

37

“If he didn't want to take up the subject, he at least wanted to take her up—to keep his hand upon her
as long as he could. Verena had had no such sensation since the first day she went in to see Olive
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Nor is this the only similarity between Olive and Basil’s impressions of Verena.
Though we receive most of our introduction to her filtered through Basil’s psyche,
Olive’s appreciation of Verena is fundamentally of the same character as his. This is clear
from the way they notice her hair, of course, but it is further bolstered throughout the
novel. Though we cannot assume that Olive notices everything that Basil does during this
introduction, since she remains initially silent in her appreciation for Verena, we can
make a few guesses based on the way that Basil watches Olive watching Verena during
the latter’s first visit to Charles Street. Not only does Verena remind Basil of
“Esmerelda” (though he cannot quite remember who Esmerelda is); for Olive, she
“seem[s] to belong to some queer gipsy-land or transcendental Bohemia. With her bright,
vulgar clothes, her salient appearance, she might have been a rope-dancer or a fortuneteller” (James, Bostonians 80). Just as Basil names Victor Hugo’s famous singing-anddancing gypsy from Notre Dame De Paris (1831) as an analogy for Verena—who has,
like Hugo’s character, “an air of being on exhibition, of belonging to a troupe, of living in
the gaslight” (James, Bostonians 58-59)—Olive makes a similar comparison. It is clear
then that Olive notices Verena’s colorful, charming appearance and dress as she speaks—
and to a similar degree as Basil does. Nor is this the only thought that Basil and Olive
share. Both of them cannot seem to grasp how Verena is descended from the Tarrants,
whom they similarly dismiss in their estimation of her. Basil does so because Selah
Tarrant “was simply the detested carpet-bagger. He was false, cunning, vulgar, ignoble;
the cheapest kind of human product. That he should be the father of a delicate, pretty girl,
who was apparently clever too, whether she had a gift or no, this was an annoying,
disconcerting fact” (James, Bostonians 58). Olive is likewise disconcerted, wondering
Chancellor, when she felt herself plucked from the earth and borne aloft” (James, Bostonians 326-327)
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why “when parents were so trashy, this natural law [of filial piety] should not be
suspended. Such a question brought her back, however, to her perpetual enigma, the
mystery she had already turned over in her mind for hours together—the wonder of such
people being Verena's progenitors at all” (James, Bostonians 117). The phrase “natural
law” is obviously loaded with Darwinian implications, and for Olive it contrasts directly
with her understanding of Verena as a miraculous product, “a wonder of wonders,” so
much so “that no human origin, however congruous it might superficially appear, would
sufficiently account for her” (James, Bostonians 117).
Perhaps it is also for this reason that Basil thinks Verena looks Oriental even with
her pale skin and red hair; the connection between parenthood and heredity seems to be
suspended in both his and Olive’s appreciation of Verena’s attractiveness, and, for both
of them, her exoticism is best explained in racial terms. This racialization aligns her with
Darwin’s theoretical explanation for race in The Decent: “a perfect beauty, which implies
many characters modified in a particular manner, will in every race be a prodigy” such
that “each characteristic point [is] carried to a moderate extreme” (Darwin, Descent 1871
354). At the same time, it also recalls the “free-floating foreignness” that Zwinger
detects throughout The Europeans (1878) (28). Where for Zwinger “any noticeably
foreign matter seems uncannily. . .to make something domestic reveal its already-existing
capacity to be or to become foreign” in The Europeans (28), in The Bostonians, the
foreign-in-their-own-land Olive, “the female Jacobin,” and the “African”38 slave-holder
Basil intensify their attraction to a domestic girl by constructing her as foreign in their
eyes (James, Bostonians 6, 5). The two of them “Orientalize” Verena in a manner that
38

The only other time the novel uses the word African is in the thoughts of Miss Birdseye: “But they had
been the happiest days, for when causes were embodied in foreigners (what else were the Africans?),
they were certainly more appealing” (James, Bostonians 28).
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resembles Edward Said’s discussion of Flaubert meeting an Egyptian courtesan: “she
never spoke of herself, she never represented her emotions, presence, or history. He
spoke for and represented her” (6 emphasis orig). This Orientalizing grants them both the
right to speak for Verena, with Olive filling her mouth with the suffrage movement and
Basil telling Verena that she does not really believe in it. What is more, Verena’s
foreignness is not only national and racial; while Olive explains Verena’s eloquence “by
making the part, as the French say, of the miraculous,”39 Basil sees it as sourced from her
“carpet-bagger” father, who is also of course a “miracle-monger” (James, Bostonians
117, 58, 57). In practice, making Verena unnatural and Oriental and foreign is what
allows Basil and Olive the “flexible positional superiority” over Verena that the Western
European slave-holder has over the racial Other (Said 7 emphasis orig). For both Basil
and Olive, making Verena foreign is a way of asserting their control over her and a way
of removing her from the control of others, such as her parents.
Basil and Olive might reject Verena’s parentage consciously, but their
explanation of her attractiveness is nonetheless undergirded by her inherited qualities—
both those drawn from Selah Tarrant and the “queer, bad lecture-blood in her veins” that
comes from her maternal lineage in the Greenstreets (James, Bostonians 253). 40 The
things which Basil and Olive find most consistently attractive about Verena are a
combination of the highest of the qualities she inherits from her parents, the lecture-hall
and the miraculous, and their origin is the sexual selection that produced her parents’
marriage: Mrs Tarrant’s choice of a lead-pencil salesman that showed up at her father’s
door.
39

“‘French’ being a virtual synonym for ‘foreign’ in the narrative” (Zwinger 27)
The connection between Olive and Basil and Greenstreets seems like, but probably is not, a
coincidence.
40
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The key feature of Verena, though, is her celebrated, Music-Hall voice. The first
time Olive speaks after Verena announces her St. Louis success—in “a voice which, on
Basil’s turning, like everyone else, for an explanation”—Olive asks “Who is that
charming creature?” (James, Bostonians 51, 53 emphasis mine). We have already seen
Olive notice Verena’s beauty, even before Basil does, but this reduction of her to a
creature with charms echoes Darwin’s own vocabulary in describing sexual selection,41
not only in birds, but between humanity’s “fellow-creatures.” Likewise, just as Basil
needs an explanation for Verena’s voice, it is Olive who “with a tremor of excitement in
her tone, suddenly exclaim[s]: ‘Please begin, please begin! A voice, a human voice, is
what we want’” (James, Bostonians 57). Basil wants not the logical argument represented
by Mrs. Farrinder—who, Basil fancies, would describe Verena as a “parrot” (James,
Bostonians 66)—but instead he desires that voice for its sensible qualities alone. Both
Olive and Basil will spend the rest of the novel obsessing over the sound of Verena’s
voice.
Though Verena is nowhere else in the novel referred to as a parrot, she is again
and again treated as one. Her voice is used first by Olive and then Basil to parrot their
ideas about womanhood, although her miraculous gift initially flows only at her father’s
urging. For Olive this confirmation of her own vision first manifests itself when Verena
states her preference for free unions; “it was more and more clear that her eloquence. .
.was literally inspiration,” explicitly compared to Joan of Arc’s, and therefore more the
product of visiting saints than any interior thought on Verena’s part (James, Bostonians
87). Even as Olive attempts to pin down precisely where Verena’s prophetic impulse

41

Bender includes “charm” in his list of Darwinian terms in the novel, although he notes it in relation to
Dr. Prance and other nineteenth-century female doctors (Bender 185).
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comes from, Verena seems more interested in obliging Olive’s assumptions, taking in
Olive’s position and repeating it as her own, as when Verena tepidly agrees with Olive
that the words come from her imagination. Such a quality is arguably what Basil senses
when he listens to Verena speak and dismisses, at multiple points, the idea that she really
believes what she is saying, even so far as asking her “Do you really believe all the pretty
moonshine you talked last night?... Confess you meant it as a kind of reductio ad
absurdum—a satire on Mrs. Farrinder?” (James, Bostonians 91). He is certain during her
first speech that “she didn't mean it, she didn't know what she meant, she had been
stuffed with this trash by her father, and she was neither more nor less willing to say it
than to say anything else,” thereby ascribing to Verena, as the narrator points out, “a
singular hollowness of character” (James, Bostonians 62). For Basil, Verena is both a
parrot and a humbug, an empty parody of the women’s rights movement, and this view
aligns exactly with how Olive sees Verena as merely a voice, a vehicle for “chatter” from
“lady-doctors, lady-mediums, lady-editors, lady-preachers, lady-healers” (James,
Bostonians 86). Both Basil and Olive see Verena as a vessel in need of filling.
Taken together, we can see that the two sides of this love-triangle are of similar
kinds, creating between these characters the isosceles triangle that Girard envisions as a
structure of desire. The line running from Basil to Verena and the one running from
Olive to Verena are symmetrical, each a mirror image of the other. And this is the way
that sexual selection continues to infuse the novel beyond this introductory meeting.
Even as Verena’s red hair ceases to be Basil’s focus after this initial meeting (only
returning once, when Olive later defends her from Mrs Burrage42), her voice becomes

42

Verena is said to have “red hair” five times in the first eight chapters; once more in chapter eighteen;
and then never again, although Basil does describe her hair as “splendid” and that it “shines like fire.”
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increasingly important as the novel continues. Not for nothing does she fold her red fan
just as she begins her first mesmerizing speech; the initial red courtship dance becomes
secondary to her singing after she first draws Basil’s attention. This focus on Verena’s
voice is part and parcel of the critical conversation around the novel—both Jean Gooder
and Lynn Wardley connect the novel’s use of voice with concerns about American
democracy—but it also derives from the novel’s Darwinian concerns. In a section titled
“Musical Powers,” Darwin’s Descent makes a connection between parrots, who “can be
taught not only to speak, but to pipe or whistle tunes invented by man,” to a “rude form a
music” that lays the groundwork for the “capacity for high musical development, which
the savage races of man possess” (Darwin, Descent 1871 335). This position of a semihuman progenitor seems to be the one Olive assigns to Verena. Early in their relationship,
when Verena is ready to give her promise never to marry, Olive stops her from doing so,
saying:
My dear child, you are so young—so strangely young. I am a thousand
years old; I have lived through generations—through centuries. I know
what I know by experience; you know it by imagination. That is consistent
with your being the fresh, bright creature that you are. I am constantly
forgetting the difference between us—that you are a mere child as yet,
though a child destined for great things. I forgot it the other night, but I
have remembered it since. You must pass through a certain phase, and it
would be very wrong in me to pretend to suppress it. (James, Bostonians
138)

Olive also imagines her wet hair being auburn at the end, when she has a vision of her dead from
drowning after Basil takes her boating.
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Here Olive casts herself as a kind of Methuselah from ancient Greek mythology, having
lived through generations and taking centuries to develop. In doing so, she fancies herself
a repository of the whole history of womanhood building over centuries towards a
climactic liberation, into which she envisions Verena taking the next step along with
herself. What, indeed, could seem more Darwinian?
But there is an additional allusive connotation to Olive being this ancient. At this
moment, she harkens back to the centuries-old vampire who turns out to be the title
character in Sheridan Le Fanu’s Carmilla (1871-1872), which aligns with Howard
Pearce’s sense that Verena is a victim of witchcraft or “more generally as a victim of a
spiritual vampire” (244). Serialized just months after Darwin’s The Descent was
published, Carmilla offers a visibly lesbian vampire, who has lived through generations
by preying on young women, in a manner both sanguineous and sexual. James’s
familiarity with Le Fanu’s work is clear from a passing reference in James’s short story
“The Liar” (1888)43 and the resonances between Le Fanu’s collection In a Glass Darkly
(1872) and The Turn of the Screw (1898).44 Their shared Gothic style, extensive use of
frame tale, queer resonances, and avoidance of overtly supernatural elements for
psychological explanations: all these point to Le Fanu and Carmilla as lasting influences
on James’s ghost stories. Indeed, according to Susan Rogers, James’s deployment of the
psychological vampire45 can be seen in his use of the Juno statue in “The Last of the
Valerii,” (1874), an art-piece-turned-vampire which aligns with other Victorian tales of
undead statues or paintings come to life (85). We can even connect this vampiric statue
43

“There was the customary novel of Mr Le Fanu, for the bedside; the ideal reading in a country house for
the hours after midnight” (James, “The Liar” 383). This is likely a reference to Le Fanu’s Uncle Silas (1864),
which was his most famous and successful novel, and is set in an English country house.
44
See Veeder 81.
45
A concept James will also deploy in The Sacred Fount (1901).
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with Carmilla’s own revealing portrait in Le Fanu’s story: “[The portrait] was quite
beautiful; it was startling; it seemed to live. It was the effigy of Carmilla!” (Le Fanu 33
emphasis mine). Tellingly, when Carmilla learns the subject of the portrait is Mircalla
Karnstein, her response to is to claim “a very long descent, very ancient” from that family
(Le Fanu 33); knowing that it is indeed Carmilla in the portrait connects her to Olive’s
own generation-spanning life, even if “in dealing with the supernatural” James finds a
“circumspection” and “withdrawal” to be artistically necessary (Sheppard 138). If we
consider Olive as an example of the psychological vampire, given her overbearing nature,
her tendency toward premonitions, her seductiveness with Verena, and her fundamentally
anti-heteronormative sexuality, this suggestion intensifies the ambivalence with which we
are to take this character. In being, like Carmilla, an example of a sexually-selecting
woman who chooses women and thus a figure of female solidarity, Olive is also, like
Carmilla, a terrifying example of the consuming demonic vampire. If Olive is regarded
in this contradictory way, as James suggests she could be, the sexually pursuant woman is
somewhat recuperated from the ultimate vampire aggression of Carmilla in Le Fanu’s
tale, but she also remains tainted with the political dangers associated with women
seeking marriage outside of heteropatriarchy and with the possibility that she wants to
suck the independent life out of Verena and make the younger woman, as vampires do,
more a version of herself than anything else.
In either case, Methuselah or vampire, Olive sees in Verena a “mere child”
who must pass through a “certain phase” of development before she can reach the
position of Olive. In literal terms, this is the political development that Olive needs
Verena to go through before she can speak at the Music Hall: Verena needs to move, in
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Olive’s view, to a particular understanding of the Woman Problem and to a particular
relationship with men. While Verena has the innate ability to charm “either the males or
females, or both sexes” with the “musical notes and rhythm” of her miraculous voice,
Olive wants her to, in effect, “acquir[e] the power of expressing their mutual love in
articulate language” (Darwin, Descent 1871 337). Small wonder that she opens her
overtures with a quote from J.W. von Goethe’s Faust that she has to translate:
“Do you understand German? Do you know ‘Faust’?” said Olive.
“‘Entsagen sollst du, sollst entsagen!’”
"I don't know German; I should like so to study it; I want to know
everything."
"We will work at it together—we will study everything." (James,
Bostonians 87 emphasis mine).
Olive then quotes a translation of the phrase for Verena’s benefit: “‘Thou shalt renounce,
refrain, abstain!’ That's the way Bayard Taylor has translated them” (James, Bostonians
87). What is slightly odd about this exchange is that, though Olive quotes an English
translation of Faust accurately (even citing her source), she misquotes the German,
replacing the verb “entbehren” with “entsagen” (Goethe, Faust: A Tragedy 86; Goethe,
Faust. Erster Teil 117). Though the two are very similar, both meaning to renounce or do
without, Carie Schneider has told me that “entsagen” comes from a more religious
context, used to forswear the devil’s influence. Such a misstep on Olive’s part (or,
possibly, James’s) is odd, given that she is supposed to be fluent in German, but when
read in context of Faust, such a slip reveals something interesting about Olive. In
Goethe’s verse drama, this line is a complaint that Faust makes to Mephistopheles about
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the nature of the world as necessarily oppressive, so much so that Faust wants the
freedom that signing a deal with the devil will allow him. Olive, in contrast, strips any
complaint from the line and instead makes it a dictum to be followed; she literally
foreswears the devil in her misquotation even as she plays Mephistopheles to Verena’s
tempted Faust. Such a move on her part—gaining Verena’s metaphorical soul at the same
moment she renounces any attempt to do so—is the same tactic she uses to convince
Verena not to marry, to “extract a certainty at the same time that she wished to deprecate
a pledge” (James, Bostonians 141). That Olive is tempting Verena with the words of
Faust while simultaneously rejecting all devilish influence in her misquotation points to
the basic contradiction in Olive’s treatment of Verena; it is at once exploitative and
improving. This is why Olive imagines their relationship as a tutelage: “We will work at
it together—we will study everything” (James, Bostonians 87). Olive’s desire to have
Verena progress and grow is the crux of the conflict that Olive has with Basil. Basil is, in
contrast, afraid that Verena will become a “screamer” and grow into a woman from the
girl with the “flat young chest” (James, Bostonians 66, 59); his concern is that she will
make progress beyond what she is in the moment, just as he is suspicious of the entire
idea of human progress itself.46 He is afraid that she will exit the confines of the private
household and take her place as a political agent on the Music Hall stage—that she will
grow articulate, and he will no longer be able to ignore her ideas to concentrate solely on
her voice. In that respect, given James’ suggestion of Olive as akin to a female vampire,
Basil fears Verena will become such a being in the sense of a figure of domineering
power who will suck ideas away from those who should possess them the most: men.

46

“’Don't you care for human progress?’ Miss Chancellor went on.
‘I don't know—I never saw any. Are you going to show me some?’” (James, Bostonians 20)
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For all the ways that James sets up the conflict of sexual selection between Olive
and Basil, though, he does not give Verena the free choice that Darwin imagines is
available to women in “civilized” nations. Verena is unaware that Olive “purchases” her
and is seemingly powerless to deny Basil when he arrives at the end of the novel and “by
muscular force, wrenched her away” from Olive and her parents (James, Bostonians
463). The final, physical fight between Olive and Basil in the Music Hall is clearly the
fight between rivals over a mate, most obviously in terms of the “prehensile organs” that
males often develop in order to hold onto a female (Darwin, Descent 1871). Of course,
both Olive and Basil are doing the grabbing:
"Good God! that I should make her suffer like this!" said Ransom to
himself; and to put an end to the odious scene he would have seized
Verena in his arms and broken away into the outer world, if Olive, who at
Mrs. Tarrant's last loud challenge had sprung to her feet, had not at the
same time thrown herself between them with a force which made the girl
relinquish her grasp of Ransom's hand. . . [Olive’s] face and voice were
terrible to Ransom; she had flung herself upon Verena and was holding
her close, and he could see that her friend's suffering was faint in
comparison to her own. (James, Bostonians 456-457 emphasis mine)
This scene emphasizes the symmetrical structure of the novel’s love plot, again giving
Olive those qualities which Darwin largely reserved for the male but saw as transferable:
“These various structures for securing or charming the female . . . have in many cases
been transferred in a greater or less degree to the females; and in the latter case they
appear in her as mere rudiments” (Darwin, Descent 1871 397). In this sense, Olive’s
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deployment of these structures also emphasizes the queer possibilities opened up in
Darwin’s work: these structures might be developed enough in women to attract other
women, as Olive manages with Verena to at least a certain degree, and, of course, as
Verena easily manages with Olive.
Unfortunately for Olive, Verena’s passivity in this final scene is the result of this
fight being already lost. Having spent an entire novel entrancing everyone she meets with
her voice, her tool of sexual selection, she finally falls utterly for Basil on the basis of his
voice. Olive essentially loses the conflict by giving into Basil’s demand that Verena
“would give him a chance, would listen to him a few minutes every day,” because “A
woman that listens is lost, the old proverb says; and what had Verena done for the last
three weeks but listen?” (James, Bostonians 394, 414-415). Not for nothing does James
characterize Basil as having a great voice in his first description, writing “that his
discourse was pervaded by something sultry and vast, something almost African in its
rich, basking tone, something that suggested the teeming expanse of the cotton-field”
(James, Bostonians 5). It is difficult not to think of “African” as a modifier with explicit
connection to Darwin’s contrast between the “savage” races which are closer to our prehuman ancestors and the “civilized,” “European” Olive. At the same time, the odd choice
of describing a former Confederate slave-holder as having some quality appropriated
from those he had enslaved reinforces Basil’s racist politics: along with their labor, Basil
steals the enslaved people’s voices, just as he will steal Verena’s. Thus the contrast with
Olive’s abolitionist politics plays out in their contrasting voices; while Basil initially
thinks that Olive’s voice sounds cultivated after their first meeting, the narrator often
characterizes it as unpleasant, remarking on “the tremor that was always in her voice,”
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describing it as “quavering” and filled with “an exceeding scorn,” speaking with a “great
shake”; even at the end of the novel, “her face and voice were terrible to Ransom”
(James, Bostonians 79, 82, 97, 133, 457). It is clear that even though Verena appreciates
the ideas that Olive shares with her ("Why, Olive, you are quite a speaker yourself!"),
Olive is as “awkward and embarrassed and dry” as she herself says she is (James,
Bostonians 139-140). This puts her at a fundamental disadvantage against Basil, whom
Verena finds herself listening to even as his ideas repulse her:
Strange I call the nature of her reflections, for they softly battled with each
other as she listened, in the warm, still air, touched with the far-away hum
of the immense city, to his deep, sweet, distinct voice, expressing
monstrous opinions with exotic cadences and mild, familiar laughs, which,
as he leaned towards her, almost tickled her cheek and ear. It seemed to
her strangely harsh, almost cruel, to have brought her out only to say to
her things which, after all, free as she was to contradict them and tolerant
as she always tried to be, could only give her pain; yet there was a spell
upon her as she listened; it was in her nature to be easily submissive, to
like being overborne. (James, Bostonians 336-337)
Verena thus seems to appreciate Basil on the same level as he appreciates her, ignoring
the “articulate language” for the “musical sounds and rhythm” of Darwin’s pre-human
lovers. 47 Basil is not only a few centuries out of date with his opinions; his method of
wooing Verena is thousands of years older than Olive’s, making his voice African in a
second sense, in the way that Darwin writes of “Hottentots and Negroes, who have
47

There are multiple points in the novel where either Basil ignores the content of Verena’s speeches or
simply hears the sound of her voice without understanding her words—as when Mrs. Luna detains him in
Mrs. Burrage’s sitting room or when he listens to her practice in Marmion.
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readily become excellent musicians” and “that musical notes and rhythm were first
acquired by the male or female progenitors of mankind for the sake of charming the
opposite sex” (Darwin, Descent 1871 334, 336n.33). This is where the symbolic action of
the novel takes place; whereas Olive is placed in the position of the lesbian vampire,
thousands of years old and able to psychologically cannibalize Verena, Basil is given a
vampiric attribute in his incorporation of a primal, deep-voiced mesmerism, turning her
own miraculous skill back upon her.48 This is what Pearce is picking up on when he
writes about “Basil's attempting through ‘spells’ to gain ‘possession’ of Verena” (238).
Thus the two Darwinian competitors are, as it were, attempting to out-vampirize each
other in their pursuit of Verena. Basil’s use of a mesmeric voice, in addition, is what
critics such as Marcia Jacobson sense when they write that “the claims of each side are
not debated on their own merits” (268); the feminist ideas of the novel are left out of
Basil’s psyche (and thus, a vast swath of the novel) because of his reactionary hatred of
feminist politics and his obsession with Verena’s voice, while the conservative ideas
remain unknown to Verena (and the audience) because they are only to be published after
Basil and Verena are married. The reader is given short shrift in regards to what Olive
and the Women are attempting to accomplish. This rejection of feminism on Basil’s part
is the source of what critics have called the political ambiguity of the novel.
Nevertheless, careful attention to the ideas that the novel does present to us make clear
that the politics of the novel are unambiguously biopolitical, as I now want to show, and
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Jerome Schneck notes that Verena’s relationship with her father-as-mesmerist is strikingly similar to
George du Maurier’s treatment of mesmerism in Trilby (1894) and recounts the way that Trilby itself finds
genesis in du Maurier’s friendship with James. While his analysis is brief, it does point to the possibility
that The Bostonians is functioning within a particularly Gothic and vampiric lineage of literature in the late
nineteenth century, especially along the mesmeric/hypnotic theme of the vampire. For more, see Jerome
Schneck’s “Henry James, George du Maurier, and Mesmerism.”
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that the presentation of those ideas is likewise steeped in the sexual selection frame of the
novel, because those political ideas are demonstrated most clearly in the two cousins’
“marriages” to Verena.
War for Biopolitics
Chivalry was forbearance and generosity with regard to the weak; and there was nothing
weak about Miss Olive, she was a fighting woman, and she would fight him to the death,
giving him not an inch of odds.
—Basil on Olive, The Bostonians
Olive, as may be imagined, made, on this occasion, no protest for the sake of being
ladylike or of preventing him from putting her apparently in the wrong. The situation
between them was too grim; it was war to the knife, it was a question of which should
pull hardest.
—Olive on Basil, The Bostonians
The idiom “war to the knife” appears twice in the novel—the phrase itself derives
from the second siege of Saragoza as it is recalled in Lord Byron’s Childe Harold’s
Pilgrimage49—both times as a reflection of Olive’s view of the world. The first
appearance is her view of men generally:
No man that I have ever seen cares a straw in his heart for what we are
trying to accomplish. They hate it; they scorn it; they will try to stamp it
out whenever they can. Oh yes, I know there are men who pretend to care
49

“Back to the struggle, baffled in the strife, / War, war is still the cry, 'War even to the knife!'” (Byron
Canto 1 Line 889-890 page 53). This stanza of the First Canto is making explicit reference to the Second
Siege of Saragoza, a particularly bloody battle between the First French Empire and Bourbon Spain during
the Peninsular War. Byron was writing as a contemporary observer and writes of a “Kingless people”
whose “vassals combat while their chieftains flee” and “who fight for freedom who were never free”
(Byron 1.883-885 53). The line “Fond of a land which gave them nought but life” (Byron 1.887 53)
resonates with Olive Chancellor’s political position; as an American woman she is a citizen, subject to the
laws of nineteenth century America, but lacks the basic freedom and liberty guaranteed to men. Her own
war to the knife is therefore the siege position of the Spanish vassals attempting to fight off an
encroaching empire, with the additional inflection that the siege will not end in surrender but bloody
martyrdom.
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for it; but they are not really men, and I wouldn't be sure even of them!
Any man that one would look at—with him, as a matter of course, it is war
upon us to the knife. (James, Bostonians 139)
This is Olive speaking to Verena, warning her against the impulse to marry. Though she
decides against demanding that Verena promise to never marry, her words about the
antipathy that men have to the suffrage movement has the essential effect of forcing that
concession from Verena; as the narrator notes, Olive “wished to extract a certainty at the
same time that she wished to deprecate a pledge, and she would have been delighted to
put Verena into the enjoyment of that freedom which was so important for her by
preventing her exercising it in a particular direction” (James, Bostonians 141). The
narrator calls this an “altogether feminine” move on Olive’s part, tying Verena to her
more tightly by insisting that she is free to marry; it contrasts with Basil’s method of
explaining to Verena exactly how marriage to him will be incredibly restrictive, not to
say oppressive. When we take into consideration the second time Olive uses the phrase
“war to the knife,” we can see that her political struggle with men becomes a personal
one with Basil: “The situation between them was too grim; it was war to the knife, it was
a question of which should pull hardest” (James, Bostonians 395). The situation, as Olive
calls it, is the same as she predicted earlier: “There are gentlemen in plenty who would be
glad to stop your mouth by kissing you! If you become dangerous some day to their
selfishness, to their vested interests, to their immorality—as I pray heaven every day, my
dear friend, that you may!—it will be a grand thing for one of them if he can persuade
you that he loves you” (James, Bostonians 139). What Verena begins to represent, even
as Basil falls in love with her, is the “damnable feminisation" of the political age which is
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Olive’s goal in this “war”—but where Olive and Basil couch these differences of politics
in terms of feminine and masculine (as does the narrator), a more consistent
understanding of their political differences can best be explained in the terms of Michel
Foucault’s formulation of sovereignty and biopolitics.
Basil acts out Foucault’s idea of sovereignty in multiple ways throughout the
novel. Not only are his ideas three centuries out of date, more suited to the periodicals of
the sixteenth century than the nineteenth—the historical point when Foucault says that
“power took possession of life” in the adoption of biopolitical practices (Foucault,
Society 253)—but the political ideas that he wishes to recover against the “modern cant”
of freedom are themselves the ideas of what Foucault sees as “sovereign hierarchy”
(James, Bostonians 336). This much is clear from his service as a Confederate soldier, as
well as his allegiance to the plantation system and chattel slavery. In essence, Basil
conceives of appropriate behavior starting from a norm (“the liberty [people] had” which
they should “make better use of” [James, Bostonians 336]) and outright ignores the idea
that some people might have a legitimate grievance within the “freedom” that they
“have.” This is the action of disciplinarity that Foucault describes: “In the disciplines one
started from a norm, and it was in relation to the training carried out with reference to the
norm that the normal could be distinguished from the abnormal” (Foucault, Security 63).
The Women, in Basil’s estimation, are pushing passed the norm of freedom that is
assigned to them, making them abnormal. This is why he finds Olive so strange and why
his views are so radically out of step with what is publishable.50 Not for nothing is he
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There is another, broadly unstated undercurrent to Basil’s reactionary politics, and it is the slavery
question. By having Basil write out his political opinion (both “three hundred years behind the age” and
against the “modern cant of freedom,” [James, Bostonians 193, 336] which is presumably antiReconstructionist and pro-slavery) without allowing us to read it, James is able to elide the most
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figured as John Wilkes Booth during the climax of the novel, where in the Music Hall
“he felt as he could imagine a young man to feel who, waiting in a public place, has made
up his mind, for reasons of his own, to discharge a pistol at the king or the president”
(James, Bostonians 442). But this desire to kill the head of state is not actually a
revolutionary impulse; it is Olive, after all, that is described as the “female Jacobin”
ready to “abolish” Europe and its ancient regime (James, Bostonians 6, 7). On the
contrary, Basil assassinates Verena’s speaking career, partly echoing Booth’s proSouthern attack on Lincoln, as a way of stopping human progress and the expansion of
liberal democracy beyond the Abolitionist reforms of the Civil War. In effect, Basil
“wins” the sexual selection contest over Olive by appropriating the power to “take life
and let live” that is the domain of the old-style political sovereign (Foucault, Society
241).
If we turn to Basil’s stated political opinions, his identification with Foucault’s
organo-discipline is made even more obvious. In addition to his disdain for the political
disturbing aspect of Basil’s politics. While Olive understands that this is where Basil’s politics lie, Verena
seems to miss it: “She thought conservatives were only smug and stubborn and self-complacent, satisfied
with what actually existed; but Mr. Ransom didn't seem any more satisfied with what existed than with
what she wanted to exist, and he was ready to say worse things about some of those whom she would
have supposed to be on his own side than she thought it right to say about almost any one. She ceased
after a while to care to argue with him, and wondered what could have happened to him to make him so
perverse. Probably something had gone wrong in his life—he had had some misfortune that coloured his
whole view of the world. He was a cynic; she had often heard about that state of mind, though she had
never encountered it, for all the people she had seen only cared, if possible, too much. Of Basil Ransom's
personal history she knew only what Olive had told her, and that was but a general outline, which left
plenty of room for private dramas, secret disappointments and sufferings” (James, Bostonians 335-336
emphasis mine). Verena seems to forget that Basil is a veteran of the Civil War even though her
clandestine adventure with him included visiting and decrying a Civil War memorial. Given that she is also
enraptured by the sound of his “African” voice and that she marries Basil before she is able to read his
political writings, she is treating Basil exactly as Basil treats her: as a voice without ideas. This is of course
what Olive has predicted for anyone who marries Basil: “That fate might very properly be to marry an
enemy of her country, a man who, no doubt, desired to treat women with the lash and manacles, as he
and his people had formerly treated the wretched coloured race. If she was so fond of the fine old
institutions of the past, he would supply them to her in abundance; and if she wanted so much to be a
conservative, she could try first how she liked being a conservative's wife” (James, Bostonians 164
emphasis mine).
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work that Olive is attempting,51 his vision for Verena is echoed by Foucault’s rendition of
the disciplinary mechanism of the town. Where Verena says women “require simply
freedom; we require the lid to be taken off the box in which we have been kept for
centuries,” Basil is “sick of all the modern cant about freedom and had no sympathy with
those who wanted an extension of it. What was needed for the good of the world was that
people should make a better use of the liberty they possessed” which is, as Olive says,
“what men say to women, to make them patient in the position they have made for them”
(James, Bostonians 274, 336, 24). Basil wants to keep women in the physical space
assigned to them; so much is clear from the vision of married life that he and Verena
share:
“. . . I confess I should like to know what is to become of all that part of
me, if I retire into private life, and live, as you say, simply to be charming
for you. I shall be like a singer with a beautiful voice (you have told me
yourself my voice is beautiful) who has accepted some decree of never
raising a note. Isn't that a great waste, a great violation of nature? Were
not our talents given us to use, and have we any right to smother them and
deprive our fellow-creatures of such pleasure as they may confer? In the
arrangement you propose” (that was Verena's way of speaking of the
question of their marriage) "I don't see what provision is made for the poor
faithful, dismissed servant. It is all very well to be charming to you, but
51

“‘Dearest, I told you, I warned you. I left you alone for ten weeks; but could that make you doubt it was
coming? Not for worlds, not for millions, shall you give yourself to that roaring crowd. Don't ask me to
care for them, or for any one! What do they care for you but to gape and grin and babble? You are mine,
you are not theirs.’
‘What under the sun is the man talking about? With the most magnificent audience ever brought
together! The city of Boston is under this roof!’ Mr. Filer gaspingly interposed.
‘The city of Boston be damned!’ said Ransom” (James, Bostonians 455-456).
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there are people who have told me that once I get on a platform I am
charming to all the world. There is no harm in my speaking of that,
because you have told me so yourself. Perhaps you intend to have a
platform erected in our front parlour, where I can address you every
evening, and put you to sleep after your work. I say our front parlour, as if
it were certain we should have two! It doesn't look as if our means would
permit that—and we must have some place to dine, if there is to be a
platform in our sitting-room."
"My dear young woman, it will be easy to solve the difficulty: the diningtable itself shall be our platform, and you shall mount on top of that." This
was Basil Ransom's sportive reply to his companion's very natural appeal
for light, and the reader will remark that if it led her to push her
investigation no further, she was very easily satisfied. There was more
reason, however, as well as more appreciation of a very considerable
mystery, in what he went on to say. "Charming to me, charming to all the
world? What will become of your charm?—is that what you want to
know? It will be about five thousand times greater than it is now; that's
what will become of it. We shall find plenty of room for your facility; it
will lubricate our whole existence. Believe me, Miss Tarrant, these things
will take care of themselves. You won't sing in the Music Hall, but you
will sing to me; you will sing to every one who knows you and approaches
you. . . . Think how delightful it will be when your influence becomes
really social. Your facility, as you call it, will simply make you, in
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conversation, the most charming woman in America." (James, Bostonians
401-402 emphasis original)
This passage is worth quoting a length, not only because this understanding leaves
Verena “easily satisfied,” as the narrator puts it, but also because of the striking
congruence this vision for the future has with Verena’s own speech about the boxes men
have placed women in and the way that Foucualt describes the disciplinary purpose of the
architecture of “the model town, the artificial town”: “One can easily see how the very
grid pattern, the very layout, of the estate articulated. . .the disciplinary mechanisms that
controlled the body, or bodies, by localizing families (one to a house) and individuals
(one to a room)” (Foucault, Society 251). Whereas Verena’s relationship with Olive
allows her access to the world, Basil is intent on confining her to the dining room.
Whereas Verena means to use her charm to give pleasure to her fellow-creatures with her
talents as is “natural” (a clear reference to the novel’s insistence on Darwinian sexual
selection), Basil wants her confined to wifely duties (“mounting” the dining table) and
being “social” without being “public.” What is more, her charm is in this passage again
made into a talent for singing, which had previously been “charming all the world” in
both their estimations, yet Basil tells Verena that “You won't sing in the Music Hall, but
you will sing to me; you will sing to every one who knows you and approaches you”
(James, Bostonians 402). A charitable reading of this statement might suggest that Basil
still plans to allow his wife’s talent to charm their fellow creatures, but I think it more
likely that he means to atomize her large following into the following of a very few, with
him as the major recipient. This seems to be the necessary conclusion of his very first
answer to the question she asks. If she’s to “mount on top of” the dining table instead of
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the front parlour, she is still going to “address [him] every evening, and put [him] to sleep
after [his] work”—that is, addressing a single person rather than the world (James,
Bostonians 402).
It is difficult to imagine Verena knowing and being approached by a large number
of people when she lacks a front parlor, when she has given up the work that brought her
into so many fashionable orbits, when she abandons her mother and father to marry Basil,
but especially when Basil admits “that she should be poor, withdrawn from view, a
partner of his struggle, of his severe, hard, unique stoicism” (James, Bostonians 397
emphasis mine). The glass box that patriarchy puts women in will be especially
oppressive for Verena, who will only see her husband through the glass sides, without
even a front parlour to entertain guests. It is telling that Basil “kept talking about the box;
he seemed as if he wouldn't let go that simile. He said that he had come to look at her
through the glass sides, and if he wasn't afraid of hurting her he would smash them in”
(James, Bostonians 326). While this architecture of a marriage is not the full version of
Foucault’s Panopticon, only having some superficial commonalities, it is still a striking
form of disciplinarity when contrasted with the life that Olive promises. If we are meant
to take disciplinarity as a technique which “centers on the body, produces individualizing
effects, and manipulates the body as a source of forces that have to be rendered both
useful and docile” (Foucault, Society 249), then Basil’s intention to foreclose the
possibilities of Verena’s body by keeping her in the glass box matches that definition of
“discipline.”
That we are meant to make a contrast between Basil’s intentions and Olive’s,
meanwhile, is clear from the sexual selection structure behind the love triangle—Verena
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has to make a choice between two suitors—but also in the description of Verena and
Basil’s married life. Not only is the Music Hall mentioned directly as the culmination of
Verena and Olive’s work and relationship together, but in describing Verena’s reaction to
Basil’s insistence on her glass box, the narrator writes that “If he didn't want to take up
the subject [of suffrage], he at least wanted to take her up—to keep his hand upon her as
long as he could. Verena had had no such sensation since the first day she went in to see
Olive Chancellor, when she felt herself plucked from the earth and borne aloft” (James,
Bostonians 326-327). Basil is thus making Verena feel just as Olive made her feel,
proposing a reification of the bird metaphor that is the lynchpin image of sexual selection
in this novel. We are thus asked to differentiate between what Basil and Olive are
offering to Verena—for what, in other words, are each of them going to “take her up”?
For Basil it is an offer to individuate her entirely, to cut her off from outside influence
and influences, and to keep her stuck in this glass box. It is clear that his objection to her
speaking in public is the popular effect that her voice has on her audience:
Her voice, too, had developed; he had forgotten how beautiful it could be
when she raised it to its full capacity. . . . The most graceful part of her
was her earnestness, the way her delightful eyes, wandering over the
"fashionable audience" (before which she was so perfectly unabashed), as
if she wished to resolve it into a single sentient personality, seemed to say
that the only thing in life she cared for was to put the truth into a form that
would render conviction irresistible. She was as simple as she was
charming, and there was not a glance or motion that did not seem part of
the pure, still-burning passion that animated her. She had indeed—it was
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manifest—reduced the company to unanimity. . . (James, Bostonians 270
emphasis mine)
That phrase “reduced the company to unanimity” points not only to the “irresistible”
manner in which Verena’s voice functions, turning the “fashionable audience” into a
“single personality,” but also, with the word “reduced,” to Basil’s antipathy toward the
whole project (James, Bostonians 270). This hostility to the efficacy of Olive’s vision is
the reason why Basil wants to keep Verena locked in the dining room, to keep her from
having “her portrait in the druggists' windows and her posters on the fences” where
“people would flock in thousands to an exhibition so charming” and “the stupid,
gregarious, gullible public, the enlightened democracy of his native land, could swallow
unlimited draughts” of Verena’s talents (James, Bostonians 328). After all, public
“Success for Verena was success for [Olive]” (James, Bostonians 271).
But the conflict is laid out in its starkest terms in the Music Hall:
“Not for worlds, not for millions, shall you give yourself to that roaring
crowd. Don't ask me to care for them, or for any one! What do they care
for you but to gape and grin and babble? You are mine, you are not
theirs.”
“What under the sun is the man talking about? With the most magnificent
audience ever brought together! The city of Boston is under this roof!”
Mr. Filer gaspingly interposed.
“The city of Boston be damned!” said Ransom. (James, Bostonians 455456)
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Here, where Olive has gathered together the entire city of Boston in an attempt to
replicate Verena’s successful massification of Mrs. Burrage’s drawing room, Basil
arrives at this crucial moment to interrupt. Rather than allow Boston to become
unanimous under Verena’s voice and Olive’s political program, Basil again forces
Verena into an individual existence, his presence cutting her off from Olive, obviously,
but also from her parents, Mrs. Farrinder, the Burrages, and the Boston public. It is here
that Basil’s opposition to the possibilities of biopolitics that the suffrage movement is
promoting becomes clear; he will not allow Verena to make Boston into “a new body, a
multiple body, a body with so many heads that, while they might not be infinite in
number, cannot necessarily be counted” through her biopolitical talents achieved through
the biology of her voice (Foucault, Society 245). Foucault’s reference to the manyheaded hydra cannot but recall Verena’s introduction: “a fresh young voice announced”
her success in St Louis “over the heads of the gathered group—a voice which, on Basil's
turning, like every one else, for an explanation, appeared to have proceeded from the
pretty girl with red hair” (James, Bostonians 51 empasis mine). Her voice seems poised at
the beginning to turn any crowd into a Foucault’s hydra, but Basil of course wants her to
speak only to him. Where Verena would have with Olive been Joan of Arc and
galvanized an entire politicized population, shifting them into a new feminist norm in
favor of women’s suffrage, it is Olive who is instead transformed into “some feminine
firebrand of Paris revolutions, erect on a barricade, or even the sacrificial figure of
Hypatia, whirled through the furious mob of Alexandria,” a symbol of philosophy,
democracy, and feminism—a combination of activity and passivity—all at once (James,
Bostonians 462-463). Bertonneau gives extensive treatment to Olive’s position here as
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Hypatia, but his ultimate point is that “Unlike Hypatia, however, Olive does not fall
before the mob. . .She avoids becoming a victim with the same step that propels her into
the dangerous center-of-attention” (81). Olive willingly steps into the position of
becoming the martyr and in so doing is, ironically, saved from being torn to pieces.
Bertonneau connects this moment to his sense of the Girardian desire that underpins the
novel’s structure, but he does not take into account the other half of the transformation.
As well as a symbol of the fall of Hellenic culture52 and, mimetically, the failed promise
of democracy, she is nevertheless “some feminine firebrand of Paris revolutions” (James,
Bostonians 462), putting her into a position far more active than sacrificial. Here at the
novel’s end she circles back to her first position as “female Jacobin” ready to stir Boston
to a revolution (James, Bostonians 6). In essence, this final moment where Olive takes
the stage can be understood to figure her as the title figure in Eugene Delacroix’s painting
Liberty Leading the People (1830), or indeed as a rebellious leader of the Paris
Commune. Not for nothing is Olive a firebrand of multiple Paris revolutions against
tyranny.
Even as Basil is “palpitating with his victory,” Olive is therefore able to enact at
least a kind of control over the Music Hall crowd: “as [Basil and Verena] mingled in the
issuing crowd he perceived the quick, complete, tremendous silence which, in the hall,
had greeted Olive Chancellor's rush to the front. Every sound instantly dropped, the hush
was respectful, the great public waited, and whatever she should say to them (and he
thought she might indeed be rather embarrassed) it was not apparent that they were likely
to hurl the benches at her” (James, Bostonians 464). Whatever Olive says is, of course,
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Bertonneau points out that James is responding to Charles Kingsley’s 1853 novel Hypatia, which
romanticized Hypatia as “the last of the Hellenes” (Bertonneau 61)
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beyond the scope of the novel, but there is something triumphant in the way that Olive
takes the stage even as Basil wins Verena away from her. Though Olive seems certain
that she is “going to be hissed and hooted and insulted” by the crowd and Basil thinks
she’s going to be embarrassed, Basil “neither saw how her livid face suddenly glowed, as
if Mrs. Farrinder's words had been a lash, nor how, as if with a sudden inspiration, she
rushed to the approach to the platform” (James, Bostonians 462). When insulted by Mrs.
Farrinder at the apparent destruction of her great triumph, Olive takes the stage and
commands the attention of everyone in the room, transfixing a crowd of what Basil calls
“senseless brutes” who will “howl and thump according to their nature” and creating in
them a “tremendous silence” (James, Bostonians 461, 462). If this is not the great
unanimity that Verena would have created, it still emerges as a final example of Olive’s
deployment of biopolitics.
As with Basil, it is in her proposed “marriage” to Verena that Olive’s political
program has been made clearest. Though she finds the idea of a “free union” disagreeable
(and her “purchase” of Verena from her parents puts the whole of Verena’s “freedom”
into question), a free union is the essential model for her relationship with Verena, even
beyond the basic criteria that she extract a pledge from Verena without doing so via the
State or a church. Though the narrator claims she has “no views about the marriage-tie
except that she should hate it for herself,” this stance is at odds with her vehement
attempt to keep Verena from marrying and her interference with the Burrages’ attempt to
marry Verena to Henry (James, Bostonians 85). Olive allows Verena to step out with
Pardon, Burrage, and another Harvard undergraduate on the understanding that such
expeditions are not only decorous, but that Verena also keeps no secrets regarding her
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activities. This stratagem means that, while Basil inherits his marriage to Verena by
reifying the poverty of the Tarrants and frustrating Selah’s ambitions, Olive inherits her
“marriage” to Verena based on Selah’s position in “the celebrated Cayuga community,
where there were no wives, or no husbands, or something of that sort” and in supplying
Verena with words to speak on the stage (James, Bostonians 71).
It is from the model of her parents that Olive’s biopolitical control over Verena is
established through what Foucault identifies as “pastoral” power. The two aspects of their
free union—their bond to each other and Verena’s adventures with men—are both
couched in religious terms. When Olive asks Verena to promise/not promise that she will
not marry, Olive makes a particularly striking appeal:
I hope with all my soul that you won't marry; but if you don't it must not
be because you have promised me. You know what I think—that there is
something noble done when one makes a sacrifice for a great good.
Priests—when they were real priests—never married, and what you and I
dream of doing demands of us a kind of priesthood. (James, Bostonians
139 emphasis mine)
Three references to priests in a single sentence form a pattern that we must pay attention
to, especially given that the word is so rarely used in the rest of the book. In fact, it only
appears in two other passages, both before Olive’s plea: first to describe Selah Tarrant
(“He looked like the priest of a religion that was passing through the stage of miracles”)
and second to describe Mrs Tarrant: “She wore a flowing mantle, which resembled her
husband's waterproof—a garment which, when she turned to her daughter or talked about
her, might have passed for the robe of a sort of priestess of maternity” (James, Bostonians
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102, 114). Verena’s talents for miracles and lecturing not only come from her parents’
marriage, but Olive’s characterization of her and Verena’s not-marriage is a reflection of
Verena’s parents too. Mrs Tarrant’s own antipathy toward marriage—“the implications
of matrimony were for the most part wanting in brightness”—makes this inherited free
unionism even more clear, even if Mrs. Tarrant can never remember the specifics of the
Cayuga community (James, Bostonians 100). Verena’s adventures with men, meanwhile,
are to Olive “not so religious as going to evening-service at King's Chapel; but it was the
next thing to it” (James, Bostonians 119). Thus Olive’s free union with Verena is
religiously-flavored, as are Verena’s adventures with other potential relationships, and
Olive tolerates Verena’s adventures because they are in Olive’s mind of a similar
character, albeit subordinate, to her sense of her and Verena’s relationship (i.e., “not so
religious”). Even Verena’s appreciation of Olive is rather priestly: “an antique beauty, a
wisdom purged of worldly elements; it reminded her of qualities that she believed to have
been proper to Electra or Antigone” (James, Bostonians 141-142). The allusion here to
Antigone’s (and to a lesser extent, Electra’s) stubborn insistence on following divine law
even in defiance of a king’s authority, the hallmark of their heroism in ancient Greek
drama, brands Olive as distinctively pastoral, especially if we are to read Basil, by
contrast, as disciplinary. Still, there remains a conflict between Olive and Verena’s union
and Verena’s adventures, which we can see when Olive meets Verena’s potential
Harvard suitors; she “wonder[s] whether Verena had kept something from her” about her
relationships with men (James, Bostonians 119). This is a telling admission, because
pastoral power functions in Foucault’s view through the confessional mode, where
individual members of a pastor’s flock tell truths about themselves so that their
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relationship to power may be adjusted. After their first talk, in which “Olive asked her
innumerable questions,”53 Verena is perfectly eager not only to abstain from marriage for
Olive’s sake; in a confessional mode, she even “attempt[s] to give some account of [Mr
Burrage’s] conversation” after every meeting (James, Bostonians 84, 172). Verena
clearly adapts to Olive’s position of power in their relationship, becoming a good and
honest sheep.54
Nevertheless, Olive remains “haunted, in a word, with the fear that Verena would
marry, a fate to which she was altogether unprepared to surrender her; and this made her
look with suspicion upon all male acquaintance” (James, Bostonians 119). This suspicion
on the part of Olive is borne out by Verena’s keeping of secrets on behalf of Basil. The
point at which Verena keeps a secret from Olive is the first juncture at which their free
union begins to break down, because “The implication that [Basil’s] visit might remain as
a secret between [Verena and Basil] made them both feel it differently” (James,
Bostonians 250). Its importance is emphasized by Verena’s admission that “it would be
53

The full passage runs: “Olive asked her innumerable questions; she wanted to enter into her life. It was
one of those talks which people remember afterwards, in which every word has been given and taken,
and in which they see the signs of a beginning that was to be justified. The more Olive learnt of her
visitor's life the more she wanted to enter into it, the more it took her out of herself” (James, Bostonians
84) Not only is Olive intent on finding out everything about Verena in this exchange, but it is from this first
confessional conversation that she learns about Verena’s free unionism. From here, Olive intends to
remove her from the poisonous atmosphere in which she has hitherto breathed.
54
Of course, Olive does not allow Verena to actually give a report of their conversations, saying “she
would rather know nothing about it” (James, Bostonians 172). But what is interesting about this seeming
failure of Olive to maintain her priestly function is that Verena’s confession does not seem necessary for
her to maintain her power. The narrator even comments on how strange this confession is: Olive knows
“by this time (I scarcely can tell how, since Verena could give her no report) exactly what sort of a youth
Mr. Burrage was: he was weakly pretentious, softly original, cultivated eccentricity, patronised progress,
liked to have mysteries, sudden appointments to keep, anonymous persons to visit, the air of leading a
double life, of being devoted to a girl whom people didn't know, or at least didn't meet. Of course he liked
to make an impression on Verena; but what he mainly liked was to play her off upon the other girls, the
daughters of fashion, with whom he danced at Papanti's. Such were the images that proceeded from
Olive's rich moral consciousness” (James, Bostonians 173). My first instinct was to read the final sentence
as ironic and mocking, but Olive is absolutely correct in her estimations. She seems in this moment to
have escaped beyond the narrator’s control of the story such that her use of pastoral power—her “rich
moral consciousness”—has extended beyond Verena.
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the first” thing she ever keeps from Olive and by Olive’s response to learning about
Verena’s secrecy. When Mrs Luna (after Basil snubs her advances) intimates to Olive
that Basil is “making head” with Verena, we are given this exchange:
"Verena—to him? Why in the world——?" And Olive gave the cold glare
with which her sister was familiar.
"Why in the world not—since she knows him?"
"She had seen him twice in her life before last night, when she met him for
the third time and spoke to him."
"Did she tell you that?"
"She tells me everything."
"Are you very sure?"
"Adeline Luna, what do you mean?" Miss Chancellor murmured.
"Are you very sure that last night was only the third time?" (James,
Bostonians 286).
The conversation that follows reveals how Verena has kept her Cambridge meeting with
Basil secret from Olive in defiance of the general rule (usually followed both by Verena
and Olive) that Verena tell Olive everything. This is the assumption that underlies the
pastoral mode of governance as Foucault understands it: “The shepherd is someone who
keeps watch.
He ‘keeps watch’ in the sense, of course, of keeping an eye out for possible evils, but
above all in the sense of vigilance with regard to any possible misfortune” (Foucault,
Security 127). It is for this reason that Olive must know everything about Verena, so that
she can avoid for Verena the trap that marriage to a man represents: those “gentlemen in
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plenty who would be glad to stop your mouth by kissing” Verena should she “become
dangerous some day to their selfishness, to their vested interests, to their immorality”
(James, Bostonians 139).
This religiosity-as-power that characterizes Olive’s relationship with Verena is
even, I think, present in her interactions with Basil, who thinks of her as one of “the
people who take things hard,” even as he jokingly dismisses her “earnest effort” towards
“human progress” (James, Bostonians 11, 20). After all, Olive’s “nature [is] to look out
for duties, to appeal to her conscience for tasks,” which is her stated reason for bringing
Basil into her circle even if she decides that he is ultimately a lost cause (James,
Bostonians 12). In her treatment of Basil and Verena, we can see in Olive the
individualizing mode of the biopolitical pastor; as Foucualt writes, “in a duty, a task to be
undertaken . . . Pastoral power initially manifests itself in its zeal, devotion, and endless
application” (Foucault, Security 127). We even see it in her treatment of Mrs Luna and
the other people to whom she is “discriminating.” Where the education and “working” of
Verena is fundamentally about improving her, making her into what Foucault calls a
“more favorable” subject in Olive’s estimation, Olive’s dismissive treatment of Basil and
Mrs Luna is indicative of her view that they are beyond bringing into line with her
feminist norm. This is why the possibility of Mrs Luna marrying Basil “gratif[ies] her
sense of fitness[;] it would be simply as an illustration of certain laws. Olive, thanks to
the philosophic cast of her mind, was exceedingly fond of illustrations of laws” (James,
Bostonians 164). Those laws are the laws of normal behavior that undergird Olive’s
version of the biopolitical State, and “if [Mrs Luna] was so fond of the fine old
institutions of the past,” i.e., the disciplinary mechanisms of an anti-feminist sovereignty,
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Basil, in Olive’s view, “would supply them to her in abundance” (James, Bostonians
164).
Yet the individualizing aspect of pastoral power is only one half of the equation;
there is the additional power over a population composed of individuals that is the
requirement of true biopolitical control. On that basis, it might be tempting to ascribe
Olive’s relationship/control over Verena to disciplinarity or Panopticism, and thus the
conflict with Basil becomes merely over who is the disciplinarian. As Emily Steinlight’s
recent work demonstrates, however, individual characters in literature like Verena can
stand in for large populations of people under biopolitical control. In this sense, it could
be argued that Verena, for Olive, is actually a representative of the “lady-doctors, ladymediums, lady-editors, lady-preachers, lady-healers” among whom Verena grows up, and
is therefore, for Olive, a population is her own right (James, Bostonians 86). Such a
representation is borne out by Verena herself in conversation with Basil:
“And those who have got no home (there are millions, you know), what
are you going to do with them? You must remember that women marry—
are given in marriage—less and less; that isn't their career, as a matter of
course, any more. You can't tell them to go and mind their husband and
children, when they have no husband and children to mind.”
“Oh,” said Ransom, “that's a detail! And for myself, I confess, I have such
a boundless appreciation of your sex in private life that I am perfectly
ready to advocate a man's having a half-a-dozen wives.” (James,
Bostonians 344)
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Clearly, in her arguments/flirtations with Basil, Verena connects her own position with
that of the millions of “redundant women” in the period, much as Steinlight’s work
reveals with the titular character in Lady Audley’s Secret (1862) (140). On one level,
then, Olive’s power over Verena-as-population, coupled with her specifically biopolitical
tactics through her pastoral stance, marks her out as a biopolitical proponent in opposition
to Basil, who is intent on reducing these millions of women to half-a-dozen wives.
Additionally, Olive’s political tack is to treat these millions of women as a
population rather than as individuals; she thinks in abstractions rather than specifics. This
distinction becomes clear at the close of the first book, which has Olive express her
mastery of the subject of feminine anguish. For her “All the bullied wives, the stricken
mothers, the dishonoured, deserted maidens who have lived on the earth and longed to
leave it, passed and repassed before her eyes, and the interminable dim procession
seemed to stretch out a myriad hands to her” (James, Bostonians 185). While she might
be suspicious of the “chatter of women” filled by masses of “lady-doctors, lady-mediums,
lady-editors, lady-preachers, lady-healers,” she nevertheless “knew that sound as well as
any one” (James, Bostonians 86). Even before she meets Verena and finds in her a
method for reaching the population, she senses the “uncounted millions” of women that
“had lived only to be tortured, to be crucified. They were her sisters, they were her own,
and the day of their delivery had dawned” (James, Bostonians 37). In contrast to Basil,
who latches onto the glass-box metaphor, Verena’s analogy to Joan of Arc “lodge[s]
itself in Olive's imagination” because Joan of Arc has an “absolutely supernatural
apprehension of the state of France” (James, Bostonians 147, 123). That is, Basil thinks
in terms of discipline, while Olive thinks, and thinks religiously, in terms of population:
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“the state of France” as the millions of silent women in “the history of the sex” (James,
Bostonians 123). While Olive might not necessarily be considering questions usually
considered the domain of biopolitics—“the birth rate, the mortality rate, longevity” and
“accidents, infirmities, and various anomalies” (Foucault, Society 243, 244)—she is
nevertheless intent that when Verena appears on the stage “it would be armed at all
points, like Joan of Arc (this analogy had lodged itself in Olive's imagination); she should
have facts and figures; she should meet men on their own ground” (James, Bostonians
147 emphasis mine).
The questions she does ask, however, parallel Foucualt’s broader definition of the
phenomena that biopolitics takes into consideration. They point to “phenomena that are
aleatory and unpredictable when taken in themselves or individually, but which, at the
collective level, display constants that are easy, or at least possible, to establish. And they
are phenomena that occur over a period of time, which have to be studied over a period of
time; they are serial phenomena” (Foucault, Society 246). For Olive, one of these
biopolitical phenomena is the inequality between men and women, which only becomes
clear in the examination of the broad swath of female history. While individual “women,
too, could be bad” and “a good many women in the past had been entrusted with power
and had not always used it amiably,” these individual characters “were easily disposed of
between the two” as “casual irregularities” (James, Bostonians 185, 179). Where Basil
uses similar individual women to demonstrate that women writ large need to be
disciplined for the good of society,55 Olive conceives of them as demonstrating the

55

“What do you say to Helen of Troy and the fearful carnage she excited? It is well known that the
Empress of France was at the bottom of the last war in that country. And as for our four fearful years of
slaughter, of course, you won't deny that there the ladies were the great motive power. The Abolitionists
brought it on, and were not the Abolitionists principally females? Who was that celebrity that was
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constant “cruelty of man, of his immemorial injustice” when taken in conjunction with
the population of millions of silent women (James, Bostonians 123). Patriarchy becomes
one of these aleatory phenomena that Foucault assigns to the province of biopolitics, and
it only becomes visible when the full history of men and women, both voiced and silent,
is studied. Such is the argument in one of Verena’s speeches, where she says that the
blindness of men has resulted in the “suppressed and wasted force, the precious sovereign
remedy, of which society insanely deprives itself—the genius, the intelligence, the
inspiration of women” (James, Bostonians 272). Such a construction is mirrored in
biopolitics’s “other field of phenomena,” which Foucault assigns to the problem of the
old age that “incapacitate[s] individuals, put[s] them out of the circuit or neutralize[s]
them. . .of individuals who. . .fall out of the field of capacity, of activity” (Foucault,
Society 244). A naturally occurring phenomenon of the human population (age, as well as
gender), it turns out, results in the exclusion of particular individuals which “sapped the
population’s strength, shortened the working week, wasted energy, and cost money”
under the pre-eighteenth-century model of governance (Foucault, Society 244). This
presumed cause-and-effect is dealt with in biopolitics through the “introduction of more
subtle, more rational mechanisms” (Foucault, Society 244). In the early nineteenth
century, Foucault defines these mechanisms in terms of insurance, safety measures, etc.,
but, as we can see with Olive, the adoption of suffrage politics is itself a population-wide
attempt to deal with “the problem of the environment to the extent that it is not a natural
environment” (Foucault, Society 245) but rather a cultural and political environment

mentioned last night?—Eliza P. Moseley. I regard Eliza as the cause of the biggest war of which history
preserves the record” (James, Bostonians 92)
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which constrains women’s contributions to society.56 It is for this reason that Olive
deploys Verena’s capacity to excite masses with her voice to reach the entire city of
Boston in the Music Hall. The biopolitical adjustment that Olive wishes to make requires
an adjustment not only to the individual subjects like Verena, but also to the broad
population at large. In essence, Olive attempts to deploy an anatmo-politics over
Verena—just as Basil tries to in his disciplinary way—in order to enact a biopolitics over
the larger American population.
Selecting Discipline
But why does Olive fail? That’s a fundamental question that the novel asks;
whether or not Basil succeeds, there is a note of failure for Olive in the final pages, where
the woman she loves leaves her to marry a man. Even if we take a charitable view of her
final act and say that her rush to the stage to be “hissed and hooted and insulted” finally
corresponds to Basil’s vision—“rushed on it without a tremor, like the heroine that she
was”—we are still left with Olive as fundamentally a martyr for the cause (James,
Bostonians 464, 462). True, she might also, in that sense, be said to be a victor, having
made a striking prediction about herself early in the novel: “It was not clear to this
interesting girl in what manner such a sacrifice (as this last) would be required of her, but
she saw the matter through a kind of sunrise-mist of emotion which made danger as rosy
as success” (James, Bostonians 38). But that looked-for sacrifice comes before she meets
Verena, who fundamentally alters the terrain when she arrives, which suggests that the
sacrifice that was unclear to her becomes, at the end of the novel, far more painful than
she imagines initially. Just as I am inclined to view the end of the novel as a mixed56

Not for nothing does the novel connect the suffragettes to both the Abolitionists and the Temperance
movement, which are political movements of similar biopolitical character.
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victory at best for Basil, I find that Olive’s conclusion is at best a mixed-defeat. So what
is it about Olive’s biopolitical (progressive, feminist) program that means it is less
effective and successful than Basil’s disciplinary (regressive, patriarchal) one? The
answer is given to us by the other great biopolitical figure of the novel: Doctor Prance.
There are two reasons that I have left out Doctor Prance of my analysis thus far;
the first is that she is given extensive treatment as a major Darwinian force in the novel in
Bert Bender’s The Descent of Love. Bender characterizes Prance as having “the scientific
good sense to deal ‘in facts’ and to refuse ‘to generalize’ (Olive resents her having ‘no
sympathy with their movement, no general ideas’)” and that “her up-to-date sense of
natural history, including especially her ‘ironical view of almost any kind of courtship,’ is
the measure of reality according to which James can ridicule the idealism or ‘contagion’
that animates ‘the little knot of reformers’” (185). The second stems from her refusal to
engage in the political question of the novel. Bender notes Olive’s assessment of her, but
a more striking exchange in terms of this chapter happens between Prance and Basil:
“Well, I don't know as I ought to say that I'm acquainted with [Mrs
Farrinder]; but I've heard her on the platform. I have paid my half-dollar,”
the doctor added, with a certain grimness.
“Well, did she convince you?” Ransom inquired.
“Convince me of what, sir?”
“That women are so superior to men.”
“Oh, deary me!” said Doctor Prance, with a little impatient sigh; “I guess I
know more about women than she does.”
“And that isn't your opinion, I hope,” said Ransom, laughing.

110
“Men and women are all the same to me,” Doctor Prance remarked. “I
don't see any difference. There is room for improvement in both sexes.
Neither of them is up to the standard.” And on Ransom's asking her what
the standard appeared to her to be, she said, “Well, they ought to live
better; that's what they ought to do.” (James, Bostonians 41-42) 57
What is striking about this exchange, of course, is that Prance’s refusal to engage takes a
form very similar to what Foucault argues is a basic attribute of biopolitics; for Prance,
the argument is over. Men and women both need to improve in order to meet the standard
of the medical establishment that Prance represents as a doctor, and this kind of discourse
aligns her with “the development of a medicine whose main function will now be public
hygiene” under biopolitics (Foucault, Society 244). For Prance, these populations “ought
to live better,” to at least fulfill public hygiene requirements, in order to live up to her
standards of what men and women ought to be (James, Bostonians 42).58 The most
important aspect of this sequence, however, is the difference between Prance’s
biopolitical scheme and Olive’s. The assumption that Prance makes is that both men and
women are in need of alteration to reach a standard. Where Basil is clearly of the opinion
that men are superior to women and Olive is clearly of the opinion that the necessary
alterations of behavior are all on the men’s side, for Prance, “men and women are all the
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I am going to gloss over the fact that Basil seriously misunderstands what the political goals of feminism
are in order to avoid being anachronistic and overly presentist; nevertheless, his inability to imagine a
feminism that does not replicate patriarchy with the genders reversed is noted, and present elsewhere in
the novel.
58
Such a reading of Prance is reinforced by her characterization of her only patient in the book, Miss
Birdseye: “Miss Birdseye has a very fine character, but she hasn't much idea of hygiene” (James,
Bostonians 362). Remembering that the individual character can fulfill the function of a population in a
novel a la Steinlight, Miss Birdseye’s connection to “the whole moral history of Boston,” as “a revelation
of a class, and a multitude of socialistic figures, of names and episodes that he had heard of, grouped
themselves behind her” would position Prance as a biopolitical figure in the same sense as Olive (James,
Bostonians 35, 27).
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same,” that is, both are in equal need of alteration (James, Bostonians 42). Thus Prance
aligns herself with neither Basil nor Olive and instead watches them battle from a third
vantage point. Having “an ironical view of almost any kind of courtship,” Prance is
positioned within the novel somewhat as James positions himself outside of it (James,
Bostonians 400). She fills the role that Lesser assigns to James and takes “Olive’s and
Basil’s roles equally seriously” (197)—though, in her case, she sees them as equally
unserious political positions.
Basil wins because his political position requires the least effort. He can rely on
his brute strength as a male within the sexual selection contest/marriage market to keep
Verena to himself. He does so several times in the novel, notably after Miss Birdseye’s
death. When Verena comes to tell him that she cannot marry him, promising Olive it will
take only ten minutes, Basil “seize[s] her hand, [drawing] it into his arm, forcing her to
walk with him along the road” (James, Bostonians 418). Likewise, in the final paragraph
of the book, Basil “by muscular force, wrenche[s] her away [from Olive], and [hurries]
her out” of the Music Hall to be married (James, Bostonians 463). Such moments are the
results of enacting disciplinarity; in order to succeed, Basil need only manipulate a single
body forcefully into his scheme. In contrast, Olive’s success relies on controlling single
bodies and multiple bodies at the same time. While Prance is able to do so because of her
strict egalitarianism (“[Prance] would never blench nor show surprise; she had an air of
taking everything abnormal for granted” [James, Bostonians 400]), Olive is so reluctant
to engage the bodies of men that she cannot effectively maintain her control over Verena.
This hesitation is clear from Olive’s reaction to the additional men who seek to marry
Verena over the course of the novel: Matthias Pardon and Henry Burrage. When Pardon
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“seek[s] Verena in marriage. . .with a view to producing her in public,” Olive is highly
resistant, saying to Verena that “Your mission is not to exhibit yourself as a pastime for
individuals, but to touch the heart of communities, of nations” (James, Bostonians 133).
When Mrs Burrage seeks Verena’s hand on Henry’s behalf, Olive is likewise offended at
the implication that Verena gives her public addresses for her own amusement. Both
proposals are given to Olive with the understanding that Verena belongs to her, and both
marriages offer Olive what she wants in terms of Verena’s public speaking, but because
“she had not that promise of success which resides in a willingness to make use of every
aid that offers,” the idea of marrying Verena off to “run Miss Verena together” with
either man is anathema (James, Bostonians 143, 145). Because Olive is unwilling to take
men into her political project, she ends up snubbing two avowed feminist “husbands” for
Verena and delivers her to a conservative reactionary. Her attempt at a natal/eugenic
policy, such as it is, is a failure, because her policy is “do not marry/reproduce,” which is
obviously untenable even under her biopolitical schema. Here is why she fails in the
novel, and this is the realm where Mina Harker will succeed in Stoker’s Dracula: the
feminist biopolitical project, we come to find, cannot be consigned purely to one sex or
the other, because the eugenic mechanism needed to ensure that biopolitics functions
must control for both men and women.
The Bostonians positions biopolitical feminism as a progressive force in
opposition to the conservative sovereignty that fueled chattel slavery and therefore racism
more generally. By building a love triangle wherein a man fights a woman for a second
woman, the implicit argument of the novel is that men and women are, in Darwin’s
theory, already equal, but it is only in the articulation of biopolitics that such scientific
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equality might become legal. Though it too seems to choke off the possibility of a
feminist revolution in Olive’s failure in the sexual selection game, there remains in the
final ambiguous lines the potential for the feminist movement to succeed. But this is only
a possibility if the women manage to get the men onboard with the biopolitical project.
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Chapter 3: Dracula’s Secretary and the New Woman’s Pastoral Power
30 September.—When we met in Dr. Seward’s study two hours after dinner, which had
been at six o’clock, we unconsciously formed a sort of board or committee. Professor
Van Helsing took the head of the table, to which Dr. Seward motioned him as he came
into the room. [Van Helsing] made me sit next to him on his right, and asked me to act as
secretary.
— Mina Harker’s Journal, Dracula (1897)
When Bram Stoker finally published Dracula in 1897 after seven years of
drafting and gestation, he produced a novel which explicitly engaged in the novelistic
discourse of the New Woman. Scholars such as Stephanie Demetrakopoulos, Carol Senf,
and LeeAnne Richardson have produced critical insight into Stoker’s “ambivalent
reaction to a topical phenomenon—the New Woman” and Mina Harker’s resemblance to
that controversial figure (Senf 34). This chapter begins its argument by asserting that
Mina Harker should be considered as a New Woman figure. This assertion is based on
both contemporary and more recent definitions of the New Woman, from Sarah Grand’s
original polemic -- “It is the woman’s place and pride and pleasure to teach the child, and
Man morally is in his infancy.…and now Woman holds out a strong hand to the childman, and insists, but with infinite tenderness and pity, upon helping him up” (Grand 32) - to the critical insights of Gail Cunningham: “Heroines who refused to conform to the
traditional feminine role, challenged accepted ideals of marriage and maternity, chose to
work for a living, or who in any way argued a feminist cause. . .were firmly identified. .
.as New Women” (3 emphasis mine). But rather than rehearsing previous critical
arguments (“How much does Mina Harker resemble these definitions?”), we shall instead
examine two points within the novel that, together, definitively place Mina in the New
Woman category.
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The second time Mina invokes the New Woman (and I find it telling that only
Mina writes about the New Woman), she writes in her journal, “Some of the ‘New
Woman’ writers will someday start an idea that men and women should be allowed to see
each other asleep before proposing or accepting [marriage]” (Stoker 123-24). Besides the
suggestion that the New Woman would be shocked by the “’severe tea’” that Mina and
Lucy indulge in a few paragraphs earlier (Stoker 123), this second instance is the only
explicit description of the New Woman that the novel has to offer. Therefore, it is fairly
suggestive that before Mina marries Jonathan, she is “sitting by his bedside, where [she]
can see his face while he sleeps,” and furthermore, after “he fell back exhausted,” Mina
learns that they “are to be married in an hour, or as soon after as Jonathan wakes” (Stoker
140). Literally, the last thing that Miss Mina Murray does before becoming Mrs Jonathan
Harker is watch Johnathan sleep. Mina thus enacts her own words about the New
Woman, making her visibly a New Woman by her own and by the novel’s definition.
This textual evidence for Mina’s position as something of a first-wave feminist must alter
our understanding of the critical terrain that surrounds the novel. Instead of asking, “Is
Mina Harker a New Woman?” we must instead ask, “Given that Mina is a New Woman,
what are the implications of her actions within the novel for first-wave feminism?”
Mina seems to make “a nice job” of being the New Woman. If we take Edward
Bok’s contemporary assertion that the New Woman “must do something” (130 emphasis
orig) and then look at what Mina does within the book, we can hardly come to another
conclusion. The first glimpse of Mina that the reader gets, other than Jonathan’s early
asides about her, is one of doing: “Dear Lucy, Forgive my long delay in writing, but I
have simply been overwhelmed with work” (Stoker 86). This moment goes back to
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Cunningham’s definition of the New Woman, wherein women who worked for a living
were always considered New Women at this time. Senf likewise states that Stoker was
“apparently supportive of women’s struggles for professional equality,” and this view
does seem to fit with what she promises Lucy that she’s going to do: “I shall try to do
what I see lady journalists do: interviewing and writing descriptions and trying to
remember conversations” (Stoker 86). This promise to Lucy guides Mina’s actions for
the rest of the novel, whether it is the interviews she takes from the Crew of Light; her
transcriptions of the men’s texts, especially Jonathan’s diary and Seward’s phonograph
recording; or even something as seemingly mundane as pasting clippings from
newspapers into her journal. Throughout the novel, Mina is constantly working as a
teacher, as a secretary, as a journalist, as an obsessive compiler and distributor of
information. What is more, if we count up the different sub-headed entries in the novel
(the “epistles” that make up the structure of the text), we can see that sections composed
by Mina are second in total number only to those of Dr. Seward:

Epistles by Author
Mina, 27

Seward, 42

Jonathan, 17
The Nun, 1
Hennessey, 1
Quincey, 1
Arthur, 3
Newspapers, 4

Lucy, 8
Solicitors, 5 Van Helsing, 7
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Even at first glance, it is clear that a large segment of the work (the doing) of the novel is
in and at Mina’s hand (more so than Jonathan’s, who is traditionally understood by some
to be the “hero” of the novel), and that is only taking into account her own diary entries,
telegrams, and her memorandum. When we examine “how [Dracula’s] papers have been
placed in sequence” as the original dedication seems to demand of the reader (Stoker 29),
Mina’s work within the novel is made manifest: the construction of the novel Dracula as
a fictional collection of documents within its covers is done almost entirely through
Mina’s work in collating and often translating the writing of the men who surround her.
Finally, the other half of Mina’s characterization of the New Woman—“But I
suppose the New Woman won’t condescend in the future to accept [marriage]; she will
do the proposing herself” —is a framing of female choice within the marriage plot quite
different from what we see in The Coming Race and The Bostonians. Rather than being
an earth-shattering ideological shift, Mina’s jocular, lightly satirical remark aligns with
the train journey she takes in order to rescue Jonathan and marry him: “I know you
[Lucy] will be anxious to hear all that has happened since we parted at the railway station
at Whitby. Well, my dear, I got to Hull all right, and then caught the boat to Hamburg,
and then the train here [Buda-Pesth]” (Stoker 139). Mina is literally engaging in the
active pursuit of her mate Jonathan. She also works hard to enter what Hannah Arendt
refers to as the polis, or the political life, that the Crew of Light represents; in Arendt’s
formulation, Mina escapes from the labor of the household through the work of
constructing action. She undertakes action as a member of the polis in order to make
room for women’s equality to men and is more successful in her attempt than Zee,
Verena, or Olive before her. These actions within the novel cement her status as New
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Woman and at the same time, I now want to show in what follows, exemplify two aspects
of Foucault’s concept of governmentality: the pastoral confession and what John Marx
calls “literary governmentality.”
For Foucault, pastoral power, as we saw in The Bostonians, is most often
encountered through the confession and is one of the preeminent apparatuses that allow
what he calls “security” to operate. Pastoral power is “exercised on a multiplicity rather
than on a territory. It is a power that guides towards an end and functions as an
intermediary towards this end. It is therefore a power with a purpose for those on whom it
is exercised,” and it is therefore the power enacted by the shepherd/priest that leads the
flock to salvation (Foucault, Security 129, 126).59 For Foucault, the priest figure
establishes “an interplay between . . . different distributions of normality and act[s] to
bring the most unfavorable [subjects] in line with the more favorable” (Foucault, Security
63). The priest is therefore invested in discovering what her subjects are up to, what they
are feeling, and what they know, all of which Mina accomplishes through the confessions
of the men as well as what John Marx refers to as “literary governmentality.” Mina’s
construction of the text of Dracula reflects “a literary sort of governmental thought” by
associating “character with group, population with territory, and administration with
defining what it means for a population to be secure, productive, or otherwise well-off.
Through such associations, literature and literary criticism contribute to efforts at revising
administration” (Marx 67). Essentially, Mina spends the novel collecting information
from the men around her, and this information directs their behavior as an administrative
force. This is work in a secretary’s sense as well as Arendt’s: Mina fabricates an object
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“Security” is here defined as the main apparatus of the governmental state. See Foucault, Security,
Territory, Population.
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with use-value (that is, the diegetic narrative, these papers “placed in sequence,” which
also form the many kinds of textuality in the novel Dracula) in order to make objective
the subjective nature of human experience (Arendt 136-137). She uses this work to make
the less favorable subjects that surround her more favorable, most forcefully in making
adjustments for the health of Jonathan, Seward, and Dracula. For Jonathan and Seward,
such a process means taking their terrifying experiences with the vampire women, the
oversexed parody of the New Woman figure, and making these super/un-natural
experiences intelligible within the gender schema of Victorian ideology. For Dracula,
who is obviously far beneath “less favorable” in terms of the gender schema, this
schematization means that he has to be destroyed. Viewed in light of the amount of work
that she does, Mina’s actions as secretary are the basis for the Crew of Light’s success in
the destruction of the vampire plague. Such is the eugenic practice of the novel: the
destruction of degenerate sexuality in the vampire and the rehabilitation of the “healthy”
Victorian men so that they can produce another generation. Through her deployment of
pastoral power and literary governmentality, then, Mina takes the individualizing action
of Darwinian female choice to a larger social level in order to construct the possibility of
a more feminist social structure.
Pastoral Power
Through the confessional mode, in which the men confess to her (the editor of
their writings), Mina seeks to redress the ideological break that the vampires of the novel
cause these men, and she does so by creating a substitute ideological schema for gender
roles. The ideological break affects all of the men of the novel (aside from Van Helsing,
who is unsurprised by the existence of vampires) and occurs nearly always when Mina is
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not present. Indeed, just approaching the Transylvanian home of Dracula and leaving
Mina further behind causes Jonathan Harker anxiety that he seeks to calm with a prayerlike invocation: “I am writing up this part of the diary whilst I am waiting for the coach,
which is, of course, late… I am not feeling nearly as easy in my mind as usual. If this
book should ever reach Mina before I do, let it bring my good-bye. Here comes the
coach!” (Stoker 35-36). While Jonathan tries to explain his own unease by blaming it on
the peasants or their ghost stories, he hopes finally that his confession here reaches Mina,
and there are other moments at which Jonathan seems to anchor his identity to her. There
are several such moments that follow: when he briefly forgets that he is no longer a clerk
(“Solicitor’s clerk! Mina would not like that. Solicitor—for just before leaving London I
got word that my examination was successful; and I am now a full-blown solicitor!”);
when he faces his death and, tellingly, his salvation by climbing out the castle window
(“At the worst it can only be death; and a man’s death is not a calf’s, and the dreaded
Hereafter may still be open to me. God help me in my task! Good-bye, Mina, if I fail;
good-bye, my faithful friend and second father; good-bye, all, and last of all Mina!”); and
when he strikes out from the castle of these vampires and desires to maintain his own
manhood (“At least God’s mercy is better than that of these monsters, and the precipice is
steep and high. At its foot a man may sleep—as a man. Good-bye, all! Mina!) (Stoker 45,
78, 85 emphasis mine). Likewise, he twice anchors the Brides to Mina’s identity. First, he
feels guilt at his own desire for them—“I felt in my heart a wicked, burning desire that
they would kiss me with those red lips. It is not good to note this down, lest some day it
should meet Mina’s eyes and cause her pain; but it is the truth”— and then he compares
them directly to her: “I am alone in the castle with those awful women. Faugh! Mina is a
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woman, and there is nought in common. They are devils of the Pit!” (Stoker 69, 85).
These invocations to Mina, two of them literally in the middle of prayer and one in the
middle of recalling lascivious desire, prefigure Mary Poovey’s assertion that masculinity
requires an ideologically stable femininity on which to build itself (80). It seems clear
that Mina acts as that ideological lynchpin for Jonathan because he invokes her whenever
he experiences the anxieties associated with the Brides and with vampires in general,
those members of the population that are too mutable to be adequately controlled under
the old gender-role schema.60 The highly-sexed New Woman that the Brides represent
“epitomizes shifting cultural anxieties at the moment when a long-standing ideological
conception of proper femininity comes under suspicious attack” (Prescott and Giorgio
487). As previous critics have noted (see Senf, Demetrakopoulos and Kuzmanovic),
Jonathan’s interaction with the Brides represents a sexual turn-around, wherein the male
is seduced by the female, and places the basic script of gender into flux. After all, the
vampire women aggressively act out female choice. Likewise, the sexual ambiguity of
Dracula himself—overpowering seducer/rapist of women and men alike—turns Victorian
gentlewomen like the Brides and Lucy into the monstrous version of female
empowerment, placing the stable old-fashioned woman-figure in doubt. This upending in
turn places Jonathan’s masculine identity in doubt, and he becomes the passive recipient
of sexual selection rather than the instigator, reaching out for Mina to be his anchor.
Mina also enacts Foucauldian power by acting as a priest figure for Jonathan after
his ordeal in Transylvania. That she becomes a talisman figure for Jonathan, linked
directly with God and in opposition to the awful Brides, is indicative of her priestly

60

It is also striking that the quotation about Jonathan’s desire to be a man and the one about Mina being
a woman are only several lines apart.
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position, a kind of superego internalized within his thinking. But in addition to this
converted identity, her confessional power over Jonathan’s health and well-being is
linked directly with their marriage and her New Woman status. Jonathan first represses
the events of the castle, and Mina takes his journal on the day of their wedding (which we
must remember takes place in a convent):
The dear Sisters were so kind. Please, God, I shall never, never forget
them, nor the grave and sweet responsibilities I have taken upon me. I
must tell you of my wedding present. When the chaplain and the Sisters
had left me alone with my husband…I took the book from under his
pillow…and sealed it over the knot with sealing wax, and for my seal I
used my wedding ring. Then I kissed it and showed it to my husband, and
told him that I would keep it so…that I would never open it unless it were
for his own dear sake or for the sake of some stern duty. (Stoker 141
emphasis mine)
This is from a letter Mina writes to Lucy; it is the way in which she understands the
nature of her marriage to Jonathan. She is here taking over “sweet and grave
responsibilities” from the Sister, the responsibility over Jonathan and his health. It is also
very much a confessional scene. Jonathan and Mina are left to themselves in a Catholic
space, with the Sisters and the “chaplain of the English mission church” retreating to
leave Mina alone with her husband. Mina takes from Jonathan his diary/confession,
containing the first four chapters of the novel; she takes it from him so that he can begin
his life anew with their marriage, with no reference to the troubled past. This diary is
written in shorthand, which is generally a code (which Mina will translate) used to take

123
oral dictation rather than a written language in its own right, and thus the diary aligns
with the speech-act of confession.61 Finally, the novel itself conflates sharing the contents
of the diary with the confessional practice of the Catholic Church:
“Sister Agatha. . . tells me that he raved of dreadful things whilst he was
off his head. I wanted her to tell me what they were; but she would only
cross herself, and say she would never tell; that the ravings of the sick
were the secrets of God, and that if a nurse through her vocation should
hear them, she should respect her trust” (Stoker 139 emphasis mine).
Mina’s function in relation to Jonathan is therefore that of the pastor or the shepherd to
the flock: “Pastoral power is a power of care. It looks after the flock, it looks after the
individuals of the flock, it sees to it that the sheep do not suffer, it goes in search of those
that have strayed off course, and it treats those that are injured” (Foucault 127). Mina
takes responsibility over Jonathan’s diary at the same time she takes over his health and
well-being, and her responsibilities as a wife dovetail with pastoral power through her
capabilities as a New Woman. Remember, Mina’s definition of the New Woman depends
on a specific idea of marriage, which she enacts just before taking Jonathan’s confession.
On the basic, literal level, Mina has travelled from London to Budapest on her own in
order to save Jonathan from his brain fever (“goes in search of those that have strayed off
course” (Foucault 127)). Likewise, her taking of the confession from Jonathan, along
with her sealing the diary as a wedding present, “sees to it that the sheep do not suffer”
(Foucault 127). She “treats those that are injured” (Foucault 127) by nursing Jonathan: “I
61

“. . .if I can stenograph well enough I can take down what he wants to say in this way and write it out
for him on the typewriter, at which I am also practicing very hard. He and I sometimes write letters in
shorthand, and he is keeping a stenographic journal of his travels abroad” (Stoker 86 emphasis mine).
Stenography is of course simply the act of taking shorthand, but it is also bound up in the novel with the
concept of taking speech down as it occurs.
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feel that I can hardly recall anything of the journey [to Budapest], except that I knew I
was coming to Jonathan, and, that as I should have to do some nursing I had better get all
the sleep I could” (Stoker 139). But, as we find later in the novel, Mina’s work with
Jonathan’s journal extends beyond simply keeping it hidden to spare him pain; she also
excavates the journal’s meaning through her New Woman skills in order to help cure him
from his amnesia and brain fever.
This pastoral power also moves into the realm of the new economic realities of
the working New Woman. Jonathan has not only written to Mina for rescue; he also “has
not sufficient money with him” to pay for his stay in the hospital (Stoker 134). Mina’s
value as a wife-pastor clearly includes her abilities as a wage-earner, as a woman who
works outside the home. Though initially earning money as an assistant schoolmistress,
her ambition to “keep up with Jonathan’s studies” by practicing her shorthand in order to
supplement her skills as a typist complicates the traditionally feminine role of caring for
her husband. These technical secretarial skills were previously the sole province of men;
that Mina would possess them irrevocably places her in opposition to the Angel of the
House stereotype echoed in her first journal entry. Her self-conception, in fact, is
professionalized, copied from the “lady journalists” as she writes the journal that will fill
a large section of the novel. What is more, she can read shorthand, which allows her to
read and transcribe Jonathan’s diary entries. She uses her pastoral capacity “to produce
specific effects on desire, by the mere fact of transforming it—fully and deliberately—
into discourse” (Foucault, History 23). Not only, then, does she use her status as wife to
initially repress the diary at Jonathan’s request; it is also her New Woman status that
allows her to open it and interpret it: “My household work is done, so I shall take his

125
foreign journal, and lock myself up in my room and read it... [. . .] There may be a
solemn duty; and if it come we must not shrink from it...I shall be prepared. I shall get my
typewriter this very hour and begin transcribing” (Stoker 216 emphasis mine). What is
this solemn duty? It is a combination of the two things that compel Mina to open the
diary. First, there is the literal and obvious goal: destroying the vampire plague that
Dracula engenders. But second, there is the health and care of one of her sheep, Jonathan:
“If ever Jonathan quite gets over his nervousness he may want to tell me all of it, and I
can ask him questions and find out things, and see how I may comfort him” (Stoker 217
emphasis mine).
Foucault’s sheep could not get much better care than this. But Jonathan is not the
only sheep that Mina comforts through the novel. The shock of Lucy’s undead state
undermines the masculine identity of the other men in the novel, just as Jonathan’s
interaction with “those awful women” threatens his sense of his own wholeness. Like
Jonathan, the Crew of Light’s vulnerabilities come to the surface through their
interactions with Mina, directly after Lucy has been staked. That each of these
interactions is narrated by Mina is broadly indicative of the same pastoral mode of power
that she exhibits in relation to Jonathan. First is Seward’s reaction to Mina’s request to
hear his diary entries regarding Lucy’s death: Seward’s reaction, “horrorstruck” with a
“deathly pallor” at that “terrible story,” belies the calm with which he seems to dictate the
events to the reader (Stoker 259). Obviously, we are incapable of hearing the tone of his
voice as he relates Lucy’s end; that is not the case with Mina, however, who, when
describing Seward’s diary, explains how his voice affected her:
“So [Seward] said as gently as [he] could:—
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‘I greatly fear I have distressed you.’
‘Oh no, not distressed me,’ she replied, ‘but I have been more touched
than I can say by your grief. That is a wonderful machine, but it is cruelly
true. It told me, in its very tones, the anguish of your heart. It was like a
soul crying out to Almighty God.’” (Stoker 261 emphasis mine)
This exchange corresponds doubly to Mina’s reading of Jonathan’s diary, and it serves
the same purpose. Mina takes dictation from the phonograph just as she takes dictation
from the oral code of shorthand in Jonathan’s diary. The action of replication is
functionally the same, because it is through Mina’s mediation that two forms of media
from outside most novels became legible to the reader. Likewise, Mina’s characterization
of Seward’s grief, “like a soul crying out to Almighty God,” echoes Jonathan’s own
prayers in the face of the vampiric horror at the beginning of the novel. Moreover, given
that Mina becomes the mediator for Seward’s confession, she enacts the same priestly
function for Seward as she does for Jonathan, with the vamping of Lucy taking the place
of Dracula’s Brides. As Kelly Hurley argues, the contradictions of ideology cause the
physical body of Lucy to “fluctuate and contort as [it is] made to hold incompatible
meanings” of femininity (122). As with the Brides, Lucy becomes, under Dracula’s
influence, the late Victorian, over-sexed parody of the New Woman: “like a nightmare of
Lucy. . .the pointed teeth, the bloodstained voluptuous mouth. . .the whole carnal and
unspiritual appearance, seeming like a devilish mockery of Lucy’s sweet purity” (Stoker
252). Lucy’s sexual aggression toward Arthur— “‘Arthur! Oh, my love, I am so glad
you have come! Kiss me!’”; “’Come to me, Arthur. Leave these others and come to me.
My arms are hungry for you. Came, and we can rest together. Come, my husband,
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come!’” (Stoker 197, 250)—echoes the attempted rape of Jonathan by the Brides
(Demetrakopoulos 106-107). Lucy’s transformation functions for Seward just as the loss
of Mina and discovery of the Brides function for Jonathan; the previously stable basis for
his masculinity (a stable femininity in Lucy) is destroyed by vampirism, leaving Jonathan
adrift. All this is clear from the moment when Mina askes to review Seward’s diary to
understand Lucy’s death. Seward’s “horrorstruck” reaction belies the seeming calm with
which he dictates the events to the reader (Stoker 259). Obviously, we are incapable of
hearing the tone of his voice, filtered as it is through Mina’s transcription, as he relates
Lucy’s end, so his reaction to Mina, conveyed by Mina’s transcription, serves to
showcase his grief at her death/undeath.
Indeed, this was one of Mina’s purposes in typing the diary out: “I have copied
out the words on my typewriter, and none other need now hear your heart beat, as I did”
(Stoker 261). Mina, at this moment, remains unaware that Lucy had risen from the grave;
Mina is asking Seward to review Lucy’s first death in order to obtain closure for herself
(“Let me hear how she died; for all that I can know of her, I shall be very grateful”
[Stoker 259]). Seward, having the night before watched the undead Lucy be exorcised, is
clearly thinking of the destruction of the undead figure, and he has yet to reconcile the
horrifying events with reality. Rather than the brain fever that Jonathan experiences at his
loss of masculinity, Seward is experiencing the madness of grief (“Oh, if only we had
[the Count’s hiding place] earlier we might have saved poor Lucy! Stop; that way
madness lies!” [Stoker 263]). Seward’s inability to look up specific points in his diary
echoes Jonathan’s inability to recall the events of Dracula’s castle and unwillingness to
read the Transylvania journal. It is only through Mina’s mediation of Seward’s
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diary/memories (again via the typewriter) that any sort of healing can take place. Just as
she strips away the brain fever of Jonathan’s shorthand, she removes the grief from
Seward’s phonograph. In doing so, Mina expands her pastorate: she collects information
about Seward in order “to bring the most unfavorable in line with the more favorable”
(Foucault, Security 63), adjusting the doctor’s confession in order to produce a subject
capable of dealing with the threat of Dracula.
Her interactions with Holmwood/Godalming and Morris are less detailed but
quite similar to her interplay with Dr. Seward, and, if we recall the three-directional
“marriage’ to Lucy (in their “staking” of her) that binds these three men together, their
therapy acts as an extension of Seward’s. Mina’s power again mirrors that of the
confessional process that Foucault outlines in A History of Sexuality, most especially in
the function of confession as therapy (61-62, 67). Ignoring (or, at least, side-stepping)
propriety, Mina allows both men to cry on her shoulder (in Godalming’s case, quite
literally). She says to Godalming: “’[Lucy] and I were like sisters; and now she is gone,
will you not let me be like a sister to you in your trouble? I know what sorrows you had,
though I cannot measure the depth of them. If sympathy and pity can help in your
affliction, won’t you let me be of some little service—for Lucy’s sake?’” (Stoker 268).
Their tears are indicative of grief, but they also function to showcase the underlying
turmoil of the masculine identity, most clearly in Mina’s appraisal of Godalming: “He
grew quite hysterical . . . tears rained down his cheeks . . . [he] cried like a wearied child”
(Stoker 268). In rapid succession, Godalming is made analogous to a woman [hysterical]
and a child, neither of which constitute part of the traditional masculine identity. Like
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Jonathan, Godalming seems to retreat into childhood in absence of a stable identity and
must be rebuilt (re-raised?) by mother-figure Mina:
We women have something of the mother in us that makes us rise above smaller
matters when the mother-spirit is invoked; I felt this big, sorrowing man’s head
resting on me, as though it were that of the baby that may some day may lie on
my bosom, and I stroked his hair as though he were my own child. I never thought
at the time how strange it was. (Stoker 268-269)
These words seem to work for Godalming. After Mina strips away his grief, just as she
does with Seward’s diary, he calls himself Mina’s brother “for dear Lucy’s sake” (Stoker
269). Hence Mina is for Godalming both a sister and a mother, but more than that, Mina
replaces Lucy. Godalming replaces his reliance on Lucy’s identity with a reliance on
Mina, playing on the sister-kinship that Mina claims with her; Mina is therefore a sistermother-wife. Mina’s shorter exchange with Morris, coming directly after her comforting
of Godalming, further builds on her new ideological position. Mina tells Morris, "I wish I
could comfort all who suffer from the heart. Will you let me be your friend, and will you
come to me for comfort if you need it?” (Stoker 269), which is a clear indication of her
role as adjuster of subjects, including, much later, Dracula himself. Morris’s reaction to
Mina reflects that of Godalming and Seward:
The tears rose in his eyes, and there was a momentary choking in his
throat; he said calmly:—
“Little girl, you will never regret that true-hearted kindness, so long as you
live!” Then he went into the study to his friend.
“Little girl!”—the very words he had used to Lucy. . . (Stoker 270)
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Clearly, the crying male is comforted by Mina’s presence through her relationship to
Lucy; the text further extends the metaphor of Mina’s position from sister-mother-wife
into sister-mother-wife-girl. Over the course of a few pages, Mina becomes for the Crew
of Light an avatar of feminine identity, a bedrock to rebuild upon, as well as a new Lucy,
or light, to direct their action.
At the same time, Mina’s ability to ground the masculinities of the other men is
also dependent on her status as New Woman; she would be unable to re-integrate the
painful memories of Seward without her typewriter and unable to comfort Godalming
and Morris, two near-strangers, without her ability to ignore the ideology of strictly
conventional propriety. Moreover, though she is ostensibly slotting into the ideological
space left behind by Lucy’s death, her previous marriage to Jonathan does not allow for a
perfect match with the polyandrous Lucy. Instead, she is here acting just as Sarah
Grand’s idealized New Woman does, “hold[ing] out a strong hand to the child-man, and
insist[ing], but with infinite tenderness and pity, upon helping him up” (32). This
motherliness that Mina is enacting is not, therefore, a simple endorsement of the Angel in
the House archetype; it is an extension of her position as a proto-feminist. Mina’s status
as New Woman is what allows for the men to grow into better, more functional
subjects/vampire hunters. It is, again, only after her intervention with Morris and
Godalming that they “stud[y] the transcript of the various diaries and letters which
Harker and his wonderful wife had made and arranged” (Stoker 271).
There is even a prominent scene that emphasizes Mina’s pastoral power over
those men who have gone mad, and it develops directly out of Godalming and Morris’s
use of Mina to assuage their own grief. After Seward arrives at the asylum, Mina asks
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him if she can see the patient Renfield. Seward acquiesces, and then four of the novel’s
elements come together quite forcefully. First, Mina “reads” Renfield in the same indirect
way that she reads Dracula and Van Helsing, through what Seward has said about
Renfield in Seward’s diary;62 second, before Renfield allows Mina to enter, he
“swallow[s] all the flies and spiders” that make up his Dracula-influenced zoophagia
(Stoker 271); third, Renfield’s first words to Mina directly reference Lucy, and, unlike
the other men, he differentiates the two of them immediately;63 and fourth, Seward is
shocked at the power that Mina has over Renfield:
“I positively opened my eyes at this new development. Here was my own
pet lunatic—the most pronounced of his type that I had ever met with—
talking elemental philosophy, and with the manner of a polished
gentleman. I wonder if it was Mrs Harker’s presence which had touched
some chord is his memory. If this new phase was spontaneous, or in any
way due to her unconscious influence, she must have some rare gift or
power” (Stoker 272-273).
This influence or power may or may not be unconscious on Mina’s part; we cannot know
for sure, given that the novel only contains Seward’s version of this event, albeit as edited
by Mina. I would argue that Seward’s point of view is limited in regards to guessing
Mina’s “power” (perhaps even every character’s powers, since Seward is not a very good
psychologist). Actually, based on Mina’s careful steering of the conversation toward
Renfield’s madness, she is very much aware of her power and is subtly interrogating
62

“’Dr Seward, may I ask a favor? I want to see your patient, Mr Renfield. Do let me see him. What you
have said of him in your diary interests me so much!’ She looked so appealing and pretty that I could not
refuse her, and there was no possible reason why I should; so I took her with me” (Stoker 271).
63
“’You’re not the girl the doctor wanted to marry, are you? You can’t be, you know, for she’s dead’”
(Stoker 272).
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Renfield for the same purpose she has revealed in her subtle interrogation and
manipulation of Seward.64 She is trying to accumulate information. She reads Renfield
obliquely through Seward and reads Dracula obliquely through Renfield. And she does
all this only after stripping away Renfield’s madness, “for he addressed himself to
[Mina’s] question with the impartiality of the completest sanity” (Stoker 273). This is the
same role that Mina has taken over and over in the novel, beginning in her conversation
with Mr. Swales. Mina’s work is the engine upon which the regulation and destruction of
the vampire plague runs; again and again, she strips away Dracula’s surface effects and
then interrogates the subtextual effects to glean hidden information, somewhat like a
psychoanalyst, a more modern kind of confessor.
Literary Government
This pastoral power, in any case, is complemented by the governmental nature of
her integrated discourse, a foretelling of John Marx’s contention that literature and its
modes of truth form part of the discourse of governmentality (67). Mina, as we have
seen, transcribes and compiles the various sources of information into a text—the text—
and employs it in her administration of the group. Most obviously, it is due to Mina’s
efforts that Dracula is destroyed; it is only through her collection of facts that the
governance of Dracula becomes possible: at the moment the group even begins to attack
him via discourses about him, many of them transcribed by Mina, they begin to govern
him, to consume his freedom, as Foucault would say. Her literary skills, her production
of texts, form a major part of the way in which she helps the men to grapple with reality
of their situation, thereby turning them into more effective subjects/vampire hunters.
64

Her interrogation of Seward lies in convincing him to hand over his diary; her manipulation of Seward
lies in getting his permission to meet Renfield.
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Indeed, she makes the men more effective subjects/hunters by making them
mutually intelligible, following her own dictum that “we need have no secrets amongst
us; working together and with absolute trust, we can surely be stronger than if some of us
were in the dark” (Stoker 261 emphasis mine). First, with Jonathan, it is her excavation
of the diary that allows for his brain fever to be “cured” through the revelation that his
Transylvanian experiences are real; the information that the diary contains allows
Jonathan to return to a state of health. Eventually, too, his “wonderful diary,” as Van
Helsing refers to it, is a major key to the destruction of Dracula. But Van Helsing is
unable to read shorthand, and he has to rely on Mina’s work in order to read the diary:
“[Mina] handed him [her] shorthand diary. [Van Helsing] took it with a
grateful bow, and said:—
‘May I read it?’
‘If you wish,’ I answered as demurely as I could. He opened it, and for an
instant his face fell. Then he stood up and bowed.
‘Oh, you so clever woman!’ he said. ‘I long knew that Mr Jonathan was a
man of much thankfulness; but see, his wife have all the good things. And
will you not so much honour me and so help me as to read it for me? Alas!
I know not the shorthand.’ By this time my little joke was over, and I was
almost ashamed; so I took the typewritten copy from my workbasket and
handed it to him.” (Stoker 220)
This exchange occurs over Mina’s own shorthand diary, and Van Helsing is ostensibly
reading it in order to more fully flesh out Lucy’s case study. However, it is clear from his
question that he is actually searching for more information about Dracula, for “in that
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diary [Lucy] traces by inference certain things to a sleep-walking in which she puts down
that you saved her. In great perplexity then I come to you, and ask you out of your so
much kindness to tell me what all of it that you remember” (Stoker 220). His wish is
fulfilled when Mina asks him to read Jonathan’s journal, which he heretofore did not
know existed: “I shall give you a paper to read. It is long, but I have typewritten it out. . .
. It is a copy of [Jonathan’s] journal when abroad” (Stoker 223). The reason that this
journal is typewritten? Mina. Jonathan, of course, wrote in shorthand, and Mina has
produced a legible copy.
Mina’s transcript of Seward’s phonograph recordings, meanwhile, strips away the
grief that Seward’s voice betrays, moving him, like Godalming and Morris, from the
madness of grief into being an effective hunter of Dracula. By stripping the emotional
component of Seward’s diary, Mina discovers the “index” of Dracula’s movement in
Renfield’s actions. As with Jonathan and Transylvania, this is information that Seward
had but could not access. Mina makes it intelligible to the owner of the information and
to the other men as well. This process is made explicit through the exchange of diaries
between Seward—who “was so absorbed in that wonderful diary of Jonathan Harker and
that other of his wife that I let the time run on without thinking”—and Jonathan, as we
see when “Harker has got the letters between the consignee of the boxes at Whitby. . . .
He is now reading his wife’s typescript of [Seward’s] diary” (Stoker 260, 263). It is this
exchange of information that allows for the men to plan their assault on Dracula’s boxes
of earth:
“And so now, up to this very hour, all the records we have are complete
and in order. The Professor took away one copy to study after dinner, and
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before our meeting, which is fixed for nine o’clock. The rest of us have
already read everything; so when we meet in the study we shall all be
informed as to facts, and can arrange our plan of battle with this terrible
and mysterious enemy.” (Stoker 275 emphasis mine)
This is the moment from which this chapter’s epigraph comes. The Crew of Light sets up
a committee, with Van Helsing as chair and Mina as secretary, in order to consult with
one another and plan out their next move regarding Dracula. Mina is not named secretary
simply out of pure sexism, as Wonder Woman is upon joining the Justice Society of
America. Instead, it is because of her work that “all the records [they] have are complete
and in order” (Stoker 275), that Jonathan’s journal is not a mess of unreadable, traumainducing shorthand, that Seward’s diary is not an unsearchable hodge-podge of griefstricken irrelevancies, and even that the information in the newsprint, otherwise left
unshared with the Crew by Van Helsing, is included in the circulated documents.
This work is literary governmentality as Mina practices it. Her organization of the
men turns out to be well described in Foucault’s work on biopolitical forms of power and
smallpox:
The fundamental problem…[is]… the problem of knowing how many
people are infected with smallpox, at what age, with what effects, with
what mortality rate, lesions or after-effects, the risks of inoculation, the
probability of an individual dying or being infected by smallpox despite
inoculation, and the statistical effects on the population in general.
(Foucault 10)
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It may seem too facile to map vampirism onto the smallpox that Foucault outlines, but
this list of demographic questions aligns with the fundamentals of the Dracula project.
Any plague, as Nancy Armstrong and Leonard Tennenhouse point out, exists in a kind of
governance “in which neither a sovereign nor sovereign individuals structure human
interaction,” and said interaction is “limited only by the extent of its flow and the supply
of goods and information” (170). As Van Helsing tells Seward, “Take then good note of
it. Nothing is too small. I counsel you, put down in your record even your doubts and
surmises” (Stoker 156), because such collection of information—ultimately by Mina
more than anyone—is the only way to combat the movement of vampirism.
After all, Mina writes, “That Count was coming to London. If it should be, and he
came to London, with its teeming millions. . . There may be a solemn duty, and if it come
we must not shrink from it” (Stoker 216). These is a population at large, in the millions,
that demands a biopolitical governance to shield them from the plague of Dracula,
making that governance the solemn duty that Mina takes up in connection with her
pastorate, and she enacts that duty through John Marx’s literary governmentality. These
millions are conceivable mainly through the “Victorian urban fictions with their crowds
and masses [and] imperial gothic novels with their mobs and monsters” (Marx 72) that
Mina’s construction of Dracula works to organize. Not only is she acting in the plot of
the novel as a pastor; the form of the novel that Mina assembles is also a biopolitical
form. If we return to the work that Mina does in constructing the novel, this formative
effort becomes clear. There is, first of all, the work she does sifting through the various
local newspapers for information about Dracula:
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“. . . I remembered what Jonathan put in his diary of the Professor’s
perturbation at reading something in an evening paper at the station at
Exeter, so, seeing that Dr. Seward keeps his newspapers, I borrowed the
files of The Westminster Gazette and The Pall Mall Gazette and took them
to my room. I remember how much the Dailygraph and The Whitby
Gazette, of which I had made cuttings, had helped us to understand the
terrible events at Whitby when Count Dracula landed, so I shall look
through the evening papers since then, and perhaps I shall get some new
light.” (Stoker 263)
The reader has already encountered these clippings without much in the way of context.
This passage, however, confirms what the reader must have assumed about these
clippings, based on the subtitle in chapter seven: “Cutting from The Dailygraph, August
8, (Pasted in Mina Murray’s Journal)” (Stoker 109 emphasis mine). This first cutting
was included by Mina in her journal in real time (soon after August 8), while the
remaining three have been included after the fact, as Mina spends time “knitting together
in chronological order every scrap of evidence they have” (Stoker 263). 7 This is,
however, at once a simpler and a more complicated process than Jennifer Wicke argues
for in her otherwise excellent reading of Stoker’s novel. Rather than being “asked to
imagine either that Mina has redundantly retyped the newsprint, or that the newspaper
pieces are literally collated with those typewritten pages,” the novel tells the reader
exactly how these newspapers have come to be “uncannily inserted amongst the other,
purportedly ‘first-hand’ reports” (Wicke 473).
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The first cutting from The Dailygraph about the ship Demeter is literally “Pasted
in Mina Murray’s Journal” (Stoker 109) even before Mina is aware of the vampire
menace. It is instead a function of her desire to practice as a journalist that she includes
the initial cutting; she knows about the ship from walking down to the coast in order to
“learn the weather signs” by watching for a storm (Stoker 106). The clipping is
therefore a second-hand account of something that Mina experiences first hand; it is
almost as if Mina is herself the anonymous correspondent that has written the article,
which may be why she clips it even before she knows about Dracula. There is plenty of
reason to doubt her authorship, given that Mina never claims ownership of the piece, and
the writing style is different from her own (notably, Mina sees the landscape as a series of
greys, whereas the correspondent notes that the sun’s “downward was marked by a
myriad of clouds of every sunset-colour, flame, purple, pink, green, violet, and all the
tints of gold” [Stoker 109]). Nevertheless, the gap between the dates of journal entries
that surround the cutting is interesting.65 Mina’s entry for August 6 ends just as she is
speaking to the coastguard and right after she has spoken to Mr Swales, the hundredyear-old former fisherman-sailor. Both conversations are about the coming storm and the
Russian ship. Her next entry, however, on August 8, omits everything she ends up doing
between that moment, nearing sunset on the sixth, and the early morning of the eighth,
and it is only between these moments that any article-writing must have been done. A
similar gap between the August 8 entry and the August 10 entry might well have given
her the opportunity to draft the second part of the cutting, dated August 9. What is more,
the article mentions both the coastguard and a fisherman very much like Mr Swales: “The
coastguard on duty at once made a report, and one old fisherman, who for more than half
65
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a century has kept watch on weather signs from the East Cliff, foretold in an empathetic
manner the coming of a sudden storm” (Stoker 109). These are, of course, the two people
that Mina with whom Mina had just conversed. As for the sequel, dated August 9, it is
striking how similar the work described by the correspondent is to Mina’s own work in
the novel:
The greater interest, however, is with regard to the paper found in the
bottle, which was today produced at the inquest; and a more strange
narrative than the two between them unfold it has not been my lot to come
across. As there is no motive for concealment, I am permitted to use them,
and accordingly send you a rescript, simply omitting technical details of
seamanship and supercargo. [. . .] Of course, my statement must be taken
cum grano [with a grain of salt], since I am writing from the dictation of a
clerk of the Russian council, who kindly translated for me, time being
short. (Stoker 115 emphasis mine)
Even if we continue with the common assumption that the anonymous contributor and
Mina are different writers, this section gives us insight into the way Mina’s mind works
towards literary governmentality. This article is literally clipped from the paper and
pasted into Mina’s diary in real-time; it is not part of the after-the-fact collation that Mina
undertakes later in the novel. Additionally, assuming that Mina is not the author of the
article is no reason to assume that the writer is not one of the “lady journalists” that Mina
is attempting to emulate. That Mina feels the need to keep this clipping strengthens the
novel’s insistence on Mina as a secretarial collector of information; this is what Mina
means when she decides to act journalistically. Thus, Mina is aware, even if only
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subconsciously, of the importance of the secretarial skills that will defeat Dracula, even
before she is aware of Dracula. It is not, therefore, at the behest of or from the example of
the men that Mina takes up her role within the novel; it is under her own initiative. As
with the anonymous correspondent’s omission of technical details in order to serve the
narrative, Mina later sifts through the evening papers looking for the presence of Dracula
and includes only those cuttings which directly impact the problem at hand. These are not
the passive recordings of the perfect stenographer (“. . .if I can stenograph well enough I
can take down what he wants to say in this way and write it out for him on the
typewriter” [Stoker 68]), but the active choices of the editor.
This professionalism is borne out by her work on Seward’s diary. Mina does not
passively type the manifold of what she hears or reads from him. While stripping out the
grief and horror of Seward’s vocal tone, she looks for particular pieces of a specific
narrative:
“’The fact is,’ [Seward] began awkwardly, ‘I only keep my diary in it, and
as it is entirely—almost entirely—about my cases it may be awkward. . .I
do not know how to pick out any particular part of the diary. . .’” (Stoker
259 emphasis mine)
“’Take the cylinders and hear them. The first half-dozen of them are
personal to me. . .’” (Stoker 260 emphasis mine)
“He accordingly set the phonograph at a slow pace, and [Mina] began to
typewrite from the beginning of the seventh cylinder.” (Stoker 262
emphasis mine)
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Mina, in other words, listens through the whole of the diary multiple times (there is some
ambiguity here, but she listens at least twice and possibly a third time) in order to pick
out the parts of the diary which will “add to the sum of our knowledge of that terrible
Being [Dracula]” (Stoker 259). These are the parts of Seward’s diary that we end up
reading—not “the other side of a true love episode of which [Mina] knows already” from
her letters with Lucy, but beginning with the seventh cylinder, starting after Lucy has
turned down Seward’s proposal (Stoker 260). Presumably, Seward’s diary also contains
other psychiatric cases beyond the case-study of Renfield that Mina includes; we can
therefore infer that Mina makes judicious selections from Seward’s diary. Indeed, there is
at least one definite moment where a large body of text is excluded from the novel.
There is an ellipsis in the report from Patrick Hennessey in chapter twelve: “In
accordance with your wishes, I enclose report of the conditions of everything left in my
charge. . .With regard to patient, Renfield, there is more to say” (Stoker 192). The ellipsis
is native to the text, which thereby replaces information on the other asylum inmates
under Seward’s charge. Just as with Mina’s transcript of Seward’s diary, only
information directly related to the problem at hand is included in the novel—Dracula is,
after all, about Dracula. Likewise, we do not read the whole of the evening newspapers,
only the pieces that Mina selects for us. Thus, the four pieces of newspaper that are
included in the novel are exercises of Mina’s secretarial and editorial skills as much as
efforts to emulate a lady journalist. It is not enough to say, as Nancy Armstrong argues,
that the “manuscript is stripped of its authority. . .because the words [Mina] typed were
not hers but came from a variety of other sources” (131). Instead, the assemblage of texts,
what Wicke calls “collation” and Armstrong “synthesis,” derives much of its authority
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from Mina’s work and initiative. This status becomes clear if we return to the point at
which Mina types up Seward’s diary and finds a key piece of the assembled case-study of
Dracula:
“Mrs. Harker says they66 are knitting together in chronological order
every scrap of evidence they have. [. . .] Strange it never struck me
[Seward] that the very next house might be the Count’s hiding place!
Goodness knows that we had enough clues from the conduct of the patient
Renfield! The bundle of letters relating to the purchase of the house were
with the typescript. [. . .] [Jonathan] thinks that in the meantime I should
see Renfield, as hitherto he has been a sort of index to the coming and
going of the Count. I hardly see this yet, but when I get at the dates I
suppose I shall. What a good thing that Mrs. Harker put my cylinders into
type! We never could have found the dates otherwise. . .” (Stoker 263-264
emphasis mine)
This passage fundamentally undoes an assumption that Dracula’s reader would have
made when Seward is first introduced. Seward’s diary entries are not conveyed to the
reader right from Seward’s keen insight and observation; it is neither coincidence nor
cleverness that his first diary entry concerns “R. M. Renfield, ætat 59. — Sanguine
temperament; great physical strength; morbidly excitable; periods of gloom ending in
some fixed idea which [Seward] cannot make out” (Stoker 93). Rather, it is the secretarial
work of Mina that transcribes Renfield into the plot of the novel; it is her ability to sift
through information and assemble texts in order, as a journalist, that finds an “index” to
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the comings and goings of Dracula. All of this work is done not at the behest of anyone
else (not at the direction of the men),67 but at Mina’s personal initiative:
“By this time my mind was made up that the diary of a doctor who
attended Lucy might have something to add to our knowledge of that
terrible Being, and I said boldly:—
‘Then, Dr Seward, you had better let me copy it out for you on my
typewriter.’” (Stoker 259 emphasis mine)
This moment echoes other ones that result from Mina’s desire to work; she has clearly
taken to heart the “grave and sweet responsibilities” that her marriage to Jonathan
requires of her (Stoker 141) in the sense that her devotion to her husband must be
matched by her organizing of texts related to him. It is her organizer’s impulse that leads
her to the newspapers after remembering “what Jonathan put in his diary of the
Professor’s perturbation at reading something in an evening paper,” and it is the same
drive that causes her to open Jonathan’s shorthand diary and transcribe it: “I must
somehow learn the facts of [Jonathan’s] journey abroad. The time is come, I fear, when I
must open that parcel and know what is written” (Stoker 263, 210). When presented with
a gap in her information, Mina begins to read and transcribe the men around her:
Jonathan and Seward directly, through their diaries, and Van Helsing, the second-most
guarded character after Dracula, obliquely, through the newspaper. Such activity is
precisely the qualitative approach to biopolitics that John Marx is referring to by literary
governmentality. Mina’s reading and assemblage of the diaries and newspapers—all of
the text produced by the men in response to the figure of Dracula—exactly parallels the
67
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literary- critic figure in Marx’s essay. Just as Mina reads the personal literary production
of the people around her, Marx’s literary critic reads “fiction for what it can tell us about
populations and the various entities that govern them (or aspire to do so), “so much so
that “literary critical business as usual actually already engages in imaginative
reformulations and reinventions of the art of government” (71, 66).
Part of the conflict of the novel is that Mina’s reformulations of governance,
derived from her literary/journalistic pursuits, put her into conflict with two
representatives of the non-biopolitical style of governance: Van Helsing and Dracula.
The conflict with Dracula is fairly obvious. It is his actions as ancient sovereign
(remember that he is Count Dracula, and that he fought against the Turkish in the 14th
century), whose existence is predicated on the ability to “take life,” that Mina is
constantly attempting to undo with her typewriter. He is the reason for Jonathan’s brain
fever and for the Crew of Light’s grief-madness at Lucy’s death. Her conflict with Van
Helsing is more subtle and has gone unnoticed by many critics. Indeed, Van Helsing’s
endorsement of “that pearl amoung women,” Mina, as having “a man’s brain, a brain that
a man should have were he much gifted, and a woman’s heart” has previously been a
major piece of evidence for Mina’s subordinated feminism (Stoker 257, 274). Yet Alison
Case notes that “Van Helsing never seems quite comfortable” with Mina’s cleverness,
and “Van Helsing seems to stand for the principle of knowledge, or theorizing, withheld”
whereas Mina is “aligned with the gathering of information” (230). Case’s mapping of
“narrative authority” between characters runs parallel to my understanding of the novel,
though she reaches a different conclusion (223-224). Mina comes into direct conflict with
Van Helsing over their basic philosophies of knowledge. Van Helsing is dangerously
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reticent to share information, even though that very reticence leads directly to Lucy’s
death. His unwillingness to explain the purpose of the garlic flowers in Lucy’s case is
particularly blatant. Even if we take the charitable assumption that he does not want to
alarm or harm Lucy or Mrs. Westenra, it is harder to excuse this same treatment of
Seward, which leads the latter to exclaim “What does it all mean? I am beginning to
wonder if my long habit of life amongst the insane is beginning to tell upon my own
brain” (Stoker 171). Furthermore, it is not until after Mina demonstrates that outside
knowledge of the vampire exists that he even shares this information with Seward, his
supposedly greatest pupil. Since we so rarely read Van Helsing’s own words, we can
only make guesses at his motivations, but the timing of several epistles in the novel is
certainly suggestive.68 On 25 September, Van Helsing meets with Mina Harker and
receives both her and her husband’s journal transcripts. It is clear from his conversation
with Mina that he is not yet prepared to discuss the reality of vampires; instead, he
interrogates her obliquely about Lucy’s sleep-walking. However, when Mina reveals that
she already knows about Dracula through reading Jonathan’s diary, Van Helsing is quick
to inform her that “strange and terrible as it is, it is true!” only hours later, at 6PM the
same day (Stoker 224). This moment is quite different from Van Helsing’s treatment of
other characters in the novel; in effect, Mina is here the first person to know the truth
from Van Helsing. But rather than her finding that information freely given, it is instead
won from Van Helsing by her own work and initiative in transcribing and sharing
Jonathan’s journal, which she immediately hands over. This irony creates an interesting
contrast with Van Helsing’s treatment of Seward on September 26. Instead of Seward
demonstrating his own knowledge and being told that his guess is true, Van Helsing gives
68

Mina: “In this matter dates are everything. . .” (Stoker 262).

146
Seward a copy of The Westminster Gazette that he finds while speaking with Jonathan at
the Exeter train station:
“I have an idea that Van Helsing thinks he knows [what’s happening] too,
but he will only let out enough at a time to whet curiosity. He went to
Exeter yesterday; and stayed there all night. Today he came back, and
almost bounded into the room at about half-past five o’clock, and thrust
last night’s Westminster Gazette into my hand.” (Stoker 227 emphasis
mine)
Note Seward’s characterization of Van Helsing’s information management system. It
runs counter to Mina’s: Mina is certain that, in order to destroy Dracula, they “need have
no secrets amongst us; working together and with absolute trust, we can surely be
stronger than if some of us were in the dark” (Stoker 261). For there to be a possibility of
success, she and the men need to work as equals in the realm of political action. This
imperative is made clear by the structure that Mina has given the novel. Instead of
introducing the newspaper article and then giving the reader a transcript, the transcript of
the newspaper article appears well before the characters discover it—indeed, it appears
several days earlier than chronological order would dictate. The article, dated September
25, appears between an entry by Seward dated September 22 and an entry by Mina dated
September 23 (Stoker 211-216). Mina is therefore sharing information with the reader
more quickly than Van Helsing does with his student. Even when Van Helsing gives
Seward the transcripts of the Harker diaries, Mina’s role as mediator of information is
crucial:
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“’What is here told,’ he laid his hand heavily and gravely on the packet of
papers as he spoke, ‘may be the beginning of the end to you and me and
many another; or it may sound the knell of the Un-Dead who walk the
earth. Read all, I pray you, with an open mind; and if you can add in any
way to the story here told do so, for it is all-important. You have kept a
diary of all these so strange things; is it not so? Yes! Then we shall go
through all these together when that we meet.’” (Stoker 257 emphasis
mine)
Van Helsing is not just asking Seward to study a pair of diaries that they both have access
to only through Mina’s work. Van Helsing is also asking for Seward to integrate his own
diary into the totality of information being collected, a diary that he cannot read without
Mina’s help. We have already seen how Seward is ill-equipped to retrace his own
records, and his surprise at the importance of Renfield demonstrates how he fails as a
lateral thinker compared to Mina.
But there is another aspect to Seward and Mina’s exchange on the 29th. After Van
Helsing has given the diary transcripts to Seward, Mina still seems to act as a gate-keeper
of the information. Seward says he has not “had the chance of looking at the papers
which Van Helsing left with me, though they lie open before me. I must get [Mina]
interested in something, so that I may have the opportunity of reading them” (Stoker
258). The plot-level reason for Seward having left the pages unread is that Van Helsing
has only lately given them to him and that Seward has spent the day fetching Mina from
the train station.69 Still, this explanation leaves some open questions, given that Van
Helsing has had the diaries since September 25 and been with Seward since the 26th.
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There is a three-day gap between Van Helsing gaining and sharing the transcripts, which
is curious given that the he hands the newspaper over to Seward immediately. So what
should we conclude? The answer lies in the difference between Van Helsing and Mina.
Mina tells Seward: “’When you have read those papers—my own diary and my
husband’s also, which I have typed—you will know me better. I have not faltered in
giving every thought of my own heart in this cause” (Stoker 260 emphasis mine). Mina is
the one who actually shares the information, and she attempts to do so seamlessly,
democratizing it among a population of people rather than keeping it in Van Helsing’s
hierarchical schema of knowledge. Van Helsing keeps knowledge close to the chest in a
novel where it is all too clear that knowledge is power.
Thus we come to what is, tactically, the biggest error that the men make in the
novel: excluding Mina at certain times. The nature of Mina’s work has allowed them to
become mutually intelligible; her pastoral efforts have built subjects capable of dealing
with the vampire menace; her collation of information has allowed them to plan a direct
assault against Dracula’s foothold in England; and Mina has demonstrated that she is
indispensable to the great effort.
Nevertheless, it is clear that the men have not truly adjusted their masculine identity in
response to Mina’s New Woman work. They instead rely on her new position as pastor to
re-inscribe their original masculine identity, “subordinat[ing] all other differences among
women . . . to the single fact of their common reproductive nature” (Poovey 80). This reinscription is accomplished by forcibly inserting Mina into the traditional role of
womanhood in all too transparent a manner:
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“‘And now for you, Madam Mina, this night is the end until all be well.
You are too precious to us to have such risk. . ..We are men and are able to
bear, but you must be our star and our hope, and we shall act all the more
free that you are not in the danger, such as we are.’
All the men, even Jonathan, seemed relieved, but it did not seem to me
good that they should brave danger . . . but their minds were made up, and.
. . .I could say nothing, save to accept their chivalrous care of me.” (Stoker
281)
This is a direct continuation of the men placing Mina into Lucy’s wife-mother-“little girl”
position earlier in the novel. The men require Mina be stationary like Lucy so that they
can act freely. At Van Helsing’s word, the initial battle between the men and Dracula
over Lucy is refought with Mina as its new trophy. Small wonder that they fail so
spectacularly at first when they fight Dracula at a game that he has won already.
This is the juncture at which the conflict between Van Helsing’s and Mina’s
information systems becomes a turning point for the novel. After hearing that Mina has
been hard at work, Van Helsing first gives his famous compliment to her abilities and
then decides to exclude her from the hunt:
“As [Seward] drove to the house [he] told [Van Helsing] of what had
passed, and of how my own diary had come to be of some use through Mrs
Harker’s suggestion; at which the Professor interrupted [him]:—
‘Ah, that wonderful Madam Mina! She has a man’s brain—a brain that a
man should have were he much gifted—and woman’s heart. The good
God fashioned her for a purpose, believe me, when He made that so good
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combination. Friend John, up to now fortunate has mad that woman of
help to us; after tonight she must not have to do with this so terrible affair.
. . . You tell me she has wrote all, then she must consult with us; but
tomorrow she say goodbye to his work, and we go alone.’ [Seward] agreed
heartily with him. . .” (Stoker 274 emphasis mine)
As Alison Case notes, Van Helsing seems less than enthused about Mina’s work since he
has been gone (230). Hence he interrupts Seward’s explanation of what Mina has been
doing in the above passage in order to explain why she can no longer be an active
member of the vampire hunters. But his explanation lacks logical consistency; first he
gives her the highest possible compliment in a patriarchal society by saying she has a
masculine intelligence—“a brain that a man should have were he much gifted”—and then
he justifies her intelligence with an invocation of God (Stoker 274). She is therefore
made briefly equal to the other men in the Crew due to her intelligence, notably to
Seward, who is elsewhere described as Van Helsing’s most careful student, whose “case
book was ever more full than the rest” (Stoker 155). She is also again placed in a position
of religious significance, fashioned by God for some great purpose. But the purpose is
apparently not the great work that Mina herself sees as her grave and sweet
responsibilities; her woman’s heart is seen here as too frail for the work, regardless of her
brilliant mind. Van Helsing’s reasons are themselves also an attempt at his pastoral
management of the Crew of Light, but it is based in an outmoded disciplinary schema of
Victorian gender roles. We can tell that this scheme is what is on his mind as he speaks
with Seward, because of the ambiguous allusions he makes to childbirth in that same
passage: “And, besides, she is a young woman and not so long married; there may be
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other things to think of some time, if not now” (Stoker 274). The connection that Van
Helsing makes between the positions of young woman, wife, and, obliquely, mother
(these “other things” that it might be soon time to think of) is the same ideological
position that the other men have attempted to put Mina in, which is why the other men go
along with Van Helsing’s decision without question. To them, Mina is the sister-motherwife-girl to be protected from Dracula rather than the primary underlying agent of his
destruction.
Even so, Van Helsing’s treatment of Mina is more complicated than mere
dismissal. After he insists that it is unsafe for her to work, because the work might cause
her too much horror and affect her nerves and dreams, he nevertheless finds her to be
strong enough to “act as secretary” for one final night so that Van Helsing can give his
full lecture on the nature of vampires (Stoker 274). Her work in compiling the
information throughout the novel remains necessary for the work of destroying Dracula,
but Van Helsing is relegating her work to mere collation, just the work of a secretary.
Jonathan does this same thing as the Crew of Light goes searching for Dracula’s boxes:
“I went with the party to the search with an easy mind, for I think I never
saw Mina so absolutely strong and well. I am so glad that she consented to
hold back and let us men do the work. Somehow, it was a dread to me that
she was in this fearful business at all; but now that her work is done, and
that it is due to her energy and brains and foresight that the whole story is
put together in such a way that every point tells, she may well feel that her
part is finished, and that she can henceforth leave the rest to us.” (Stoker
287 emphasis mine)
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Even as Jonathan acknowledges the effort and work that Mina has put into the project, he
also thinks of her work as being complete by this point. But this view runs counter to the
pastoral model of governance that Mina has been attempting to enact through the novel
with her compilation. Instead of continuing to collect the information from all the
characters, Mina’s expulsion results in a Van-Helsing-style exclusivity of information.
The men fall into the habit of keeping information to themselves, keeping their diaries
and journals accurate, but not sharing the information. In essence, Mina’s absence makes
the men unintelligible to each other once again. The first example of this poor exchange
of information occurs even as Van Helsing is explaining the nature of vampires to the rest
of the group. The bat that Morris attempts to shoot is quite clearly Dracula spying on the
character’s planning, but this factor remains unnoted by anyone in the room. The reader
knows that this creature must be Dracula, because, only a page before, Van Helsing has
explained Dracula’s powers of transformation: “’He can transform himself to wolf, as we
gather from the ship arrival in Whitby, when he tear open the dog; he can be as bat, as
Madam Mina saw him on the window at Whitby, and as friend John fly from this so near
house, and as my friend Quincey saw him at the window of Miss Lucy. He can come in
mist which he create—the noble ship’s captain proved him of this” (Stoker 278-279
emphasis mine).
Indeed, there are several pointed issues within this passage. The first is that so
much of this information cites Mina or her work as its source: the wolf and the mist come
from her transcription/collection of newspaper articles, and Mina has actually seen the
bat already at Lucy’s window. The second is that the reference to Quincey having seen
the bat seems to have no antecedent in the novel. Of the 12 mentions of “bat” or “bats” in
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the novel previous to this point, only one of them is by Morris; he tells Seward of his
experience with vampire bats in the Pampas of South America, but there is nothing in the
novel that aligns with Van Helsing’s statement. The closest is the several references that
Lucy herself makes regarding bats at her window; Van Helsing has here made an error in
the provenance of information and assigned it to Morris. There are several explanations
for this mistake. There is simply the possibility that Morris has spoken to the professor
privately about the bat, and, since neither of the two men keep a journal or diary, the
information is not available for Mina to compile until the moment of the lecture. A
second option seems more likely, given that Morris and Van Helsing do not seem to have
many opportunities to meet privately: after Van Helsing decrees that Mina can no longer
be the active secretary journalist for her own safety, the men have to start relying on their
memory rather than knowledge, which Van Helsing calls the weaker of the two
information sources. Van Helsing here misremembers where his information comes from,
thinking it is Morris rather than Lucy who talks about bats at the window. This small slip
would make little difference to the whole of the narrative—why does the provenance of
information matter, given that it is both correct and backed up by other information
sources?70—except that this tiny mistake seems to herald larger ones to come. Mere
pages after Van Helsing misremembers who supplied the information about the bat
transformation, Dracula’s ability to become a bat seems to be forgotten entirely: Morris
shoots at the bat because he has “such a horror of the damned brutes from recent events”
and not because he suspects it to be Dracula (Stoker 281). Van Helsing is therefore
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doubly mistaken in giving Morris the credit. Morris does not originate the information,
and then, when he is given the information for the first time—information filtered
through Van Helsing rather than Mina and her typewriter—he does not absorb it. The
lecture that Van Helsing gives is not intelligible to the American, raising the question:
what other information is left behind without Mina having collated it? When the men
leave Mina in the dark, how much are their efforts at vampire hunting and subjecthood
weakened?
The weakening turns out to be considerable. After Morris has left the room to go
bat- hunting, Van Helsing lays out his plan to destroy Dracula to the Crew of Light and,
presumably, the bat-shaped Dracula at the windowsill. The men will trace the boxes of
grave dirt and destroy them so as to constrain Dracula’s form; in effect, they are going to
attempt to use data collection in order to shift Dracula to an acceptable subject position.
Van Helsing hopes to trap Dracula “in his form of man between the hours of noon and
sunset, and so engage with him when he is at his most weak” (Stoker 281). This is the
same shift of pastoral power that Mina has been enacting over the other men of the novel;
this time, however, the men are attempting to do the work without her input, without the
literary governmentality that only Mina is capable of producing. In Arendt’s formulation,
Mina is forced out of the polis represented by the Crew of Light and back into the
unfreedom of the private, like Verena at the end of The Bostonians; she is deprived of the
ability to act and, crucially, to speak as an equal with the men.
Rather than constantly interrogating the population under their control, the men
are content to simply act on their previously gathered information, countering Mina’s
mode of ongoing information management. Van Helsing’s plan may rely on Mina’s
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work, but it assumes that the work of collation is complete, which is unsurprising given
how Mina’s dossier had been characterized by both Van Helsing and Seward. After Van
Helsing encourages Mina to “put up in exact order all things that have been, up to this
moment” since they “have seen hitherto how good light all the little things have made”
(Stoker 275), Seward writes that “all the records we have are complete and in order. The
Professor took away one copy to study. . . The rest of us have already read everything; so
when we meet in the study we shall all be informed as to the facts, and can arrange our
plan of battle” (Stoker 275). What is more, Van Helsing is only content to allow Mina in
the final meeting to act as secretary because “she has wrote it all, [and] she must consult
with us” (Stoker 274 emphasis mine). Even Jonathan thinks of the information and work
as complete and total, as seen above.
In effect, the men of the Crew of Light believe that their collected papers pin
Dracula to a card as one would a butterfly; their assumption that the “work is done”
betrays their inadequate understanding of Dracula’s multiplicity. To the men, he is as
good as dead, neatly captured with Mina’s typewriter. They are thinking, then, in terms of
discipline: a norm has been constructed, a definition of the vampire as bad subject has
been thoroughly compiled, and all that remains is that good, middle-class or aristocratic
Victorian men discipline the subject back into regularity, through medicine and the law.
As we have seen in the novel, however, the medicine and the law as applied to individual
bodies (like Lucy’s and Renfield’s) are ineffective in containing the multiplicity of
Dracula. It is not possible for the Crew to “confine him to his coffin and destroy him, if
we obey what we know” (Stoker 279), because, not only will the men fail to apply what
they know, they do not even know what they know. Within Foucault’s schema of
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biopolitical control, these men are all anatmo-politicians: “centered on the body as a
machine: its disciplining, the optimization of its capabilities, the extortion of its forces,
the parallel increase of its usefulness and its docility, its integration into systems of
efficient and economic controls,” with the vampire body as the machine (Foucault,
History 139). What they fail to consider, however, is that the vampire body is not merely
a singular body to be written up fully and then discarded; like Dracula the novel, Dracula
the body is in actuality a multiplicity—an individual and a population at once. This
boundlessness is clear from his various powers—not only in his ability to transform into
almost anything, but the in rats and wolves that he controls in a multitude and his
capacity to blur the supposed boundaries between genders, both in his own shape-shifting
being and in how he disrupts the gender-norms of those he bites (see Craft).
The men’s failure to grasp this multiplicity has dire consequences in Stoker’s
novel. Immediately after the Crew fails to notice that Dracula the bat has been spying on
their hygiene committee, they fail to notice Dracula’s presence in Carfax. Jonathan writes
that he senses a presence and the other men seem to as well, since Dracula can even
shape-shift into an atmosphere: “The light from the tiny lamps fell in all sorts of odd
forms, as the rays crossed each other, or the opacity of our bodies threw great shadows. I
could not for my life get away from the feeling that there was someone else amongst us. I
suppose it was the recollection, so powerfully brought home to me by the grim
surroundings, of that terrible experience in Transylvania. I think the feeling was common
to us all, for I noticed that the others kept looking over their shoulders” (Stoker 289
emphasis mine). Finally, they come face to face with the Count in the chapel: “Once I got
a fright, for, seeing Lord Godalming suddenly turn and look out of the vaulted door into
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the dark passage beyond, I looked too, and for an instant my heart stood still. Somewhere,
looking out from the shadow, I seemed to see the high lights of the Count’s evil face, the
ridge of the nose, the red eyes, the red lips, the awful pallor. It was only for a moment,
for, as Lord Godalming said, ‘I thought I saw a face, but it was only the shadows,’ and
resumed his inquiry” (Stoker 291 emphasis mine). Again, when directly faced with a
manifestation of Dracula, the men fail to see it; they do not comprehend that Dracula has
flown from their window back to his house to watch them carry out their plan. But it is
also at this moment that the incompleteness of their record becomes clear and their
anatmo-politics fails to account for the complexity of the vampire. Whatever form
Dracula has taken in this moment, it is not listed by Van Helsing. He is neither wolf, bat,
mist, nor elemental dust; he is instead, at least momentarily, the full figure of human
shape, either cloaked in the shadows or, more likely based on the description, part of the
shadows. Ironically, then, only moments after they see his face, he comes to them as a
plague of rats.
This is an important detail, because the possibility that Dracula can change into a
rat or animate a group of rats is not raised by Van Helsing’s lecture. It is recorded that he
can command rats, as “he can command all the meaner things” (Stoker 276), but
transforming into the dynamics of a population of rats—into the force of a multitude—is
outside of the written record. Because Mina is no longer collating the diaries of the men,
such a potential will remain outside of the record until she is re-interpolated into the
Crew chapters later. Even though it is clear from the text that Dracula is present and is
actually within the plague of rats, this fact goes again unnoticed by the men.
Immediately after he and Godalming see/do not see Dracula, Jonathan writes:
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“There was no sign of any one; and as there were no corners, no doors, no
aperture of any kind, but only the solid walls of the passage, there could be
no hiding-place even for him. I took it that fear had helped imagination,
and said nothing.
A few minutes later I saw Morris step suddenly back from a corner, which
he was examining. We all followed his movements with our eyes, for
undoubtedly some nervousness was growing on us, and we saw a whole
mass of phosphorescence, which twinkled like stars. We all instinctively
drew back. The whole passage was becoming alive with rats.” (Stoker 291
emphasis orig)
Here Jonathan forgets Van Helsing’s lecture that Dracula “can, when once he find his
way, come out from anything or into anything, no matter how close it be bound or even
fused up with fire—solder you call it” (Stoker 279); there are no walls solid enough to
keep a vampire at bay71. It is not surprising that Jonathan forgets the lecture, since there
is no indication that it has been integrated into the written record. Even though Mina acts
as secretary for the meeting, the men immediately leave to search Carfax, giving her no
time to include it; she would likely need to transcribe the conversation from her own
shorthand into typescript. It is clear, regardless, that these rats are actually extensions of
Dracula. As well as the “whole mass of phosphorescence” announcing his presence, like
elemental dust in the moonlight, the ever-increasing population72 and the reaction of the

71

It is also worth pointing out that whereas Jonathan says there are no corners in the passage for Dracula
to hide in, the rats come from a corner that Morris is examining. Dracula erupts from a place that is not
really there—or Jonathan is not terribly observant, and Dracula actually has plenty of options for ingress.
72
“But even in the minute that had elapsed the number of the rats had vastly increased. They seemed to
swarm over the place all at once, till the lamplight, shining on their moving dark bodies and glittering,
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rat terriers73 cinches this interpretation, as does Jonathan’s sense that, once the rats pass,
“it seemed as if some evil presence had departed. . . We all seemed to find our spirits rise.
. .the shadow of dread seemed to slip from us like a robe” (Stoker 292). I doubt that this
use of “shadow” is accidental; it surely follows from the shadow that Dracula peers out
from on the previous page. Dracula-as-the-drive-in the-rats here leaves the men and
immediately seeks out and feeds on Mina for the first time, knowing that the men will
likely fail to recognize him. It is clear that Mina is fed upon that night (Sept 30-Oct 1),
given her lethargy and peculiar dreams. She also remembers “the sudden barking of
dogs” before she falls asleep; the implication is that she must have slept after the point at
which “the dogs frisked about and barked merrily as they made sudden darts at their
prostrate foes,” that is, after the shadow of Carfax—Dracula—has left (Stoker 297, 292).
Dracula is therefore present in Carfax until after the terriers begin killing the rats.
Meanwhile, the men’s failure to recognize Dracula shows their ignorance of the
“species body” of population, the second pole in Foucault’s conception of the biopolitical
regime. Van Helsing even notes that the rats must have been commanded by Dracula74,
because this is the model upon which he has built the vampire’s power. Actually, Dracula

baleful eyes, made the place look like a bank of earth set with fireflies. . .The rats were multiplying in
thousands” (Stoker 291-292).
73
“The dogs dashed on, but at the threshold suddenly stopped and snarled, and then, simultaneously
lifting their noses, began to howl in most lugubrious fashion…Lord Godalming lifted on of the dogs and
carrying him in, placed him on the floor. The instant his feet touched the ground he seemed to recover his
courage, and rushed at his natural enemies. They flew before him so fast that before he had shaken the
life out of a score, the other dogs, who had now been lifted in the same manner, had but small prey ere
the whole mass had vanished” (Stoker 291-292). That is, even as the rats “multipl[y] in thousands,” the
dogs are only able to kill slightly more than 20 before they vanish just as quickly and mysteriously as they
arrived (Stoker 292).
74
“’One lesson, too, we have learned, if it be allowable to argue a particulari: that the brute beasts which
are to the Count’s command are yet themselves not amenable to his spiritual power; for look, these rats
that would come to his call, just as from his castle top he summon the wolves to your going and to that
poor mother’s cry, though they come to him, they run pell-mell from the so little dogs of my friend
Arthur’” (Stoker 292-293).
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exists on both ends of the biopolitical: he is both an individual with face of specific
features (this being the second time that Jonathan recognizes the Count in London) and
the life-force within a population of thousands of bodies, the multitudes of vampires and
potential vampires, those “teeming millions” which make up or could make up his
bodies. Instead, directed by Van Helsing’s anti-feminist myopia, the dynamic
proliferation of Dracula is reduced to a static fifty boxes of dirt.
Worse yet, because Mina is shut out from the Crew of Light, she lacks this
information herself. She is unprepared for Dracula to attack her, this time in the form of
mist. Van Helsing has taken from Mina both her secretarial work and the possibility of
political action. She is reduced to what Arendt calls labor: “the biological process of the
human body” (Arendt 7). This shift is clear from the way that Mina’s diary entries from
this period become much more body-driven, focusing on her attempts to sleep; with her
work taken away from her, and knowledge (and therefore power) kept from her, she is
reduced to merely laboring for the men: “Last night I went to bed when the men had
gone, simply because they told me to. I didn’t feel sleepy” (Stoker 296). Because she is
being fed upon by Dracula, the natural and necessary biological labor of sleep (like eating
and sex elsewhere in the novel) becomes confused; at points Mina is not sleepy, then she
feel lethargy; she forgets falling asleep, but remembers dreaming; she seems to dream
while awake, or is hearing, walking, moving, and doing while asleep. In this state, Mina
becomes passive compared to the active work she has been engaging in since the
beginning of the novel; all this is a far cry from the assistant schoolmistress of her
introduction. Like Lucy before her, Mina is stripped of the power granted by knowledge
and becomes vulnerable as a result, unable to respond to her forced assimilation with any
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action of her own. Like Lucy and Jonathan, too, she is reduced to merely writing a
captivity narrative, reliant on a reader to interpret and understand the changes she is
experiencing. Unlike Lucy and Jonathan, however, there is no one to read her work,
because the time of collating information is “finished” and the vampire has been reduced
to fifty boxes of grave dirt, rather than the teeming millions of ever-increasing rats.
Because literary governmentality has been made to lapse, the men have narrowed their
focus so much that they cannot attend to Dracula or to anyone else in their true
complexities.
Meanwhile, clinging to their antamo-politics mandates that the men fail to destroy
Dracula before he leaves the country and thereby enable him to attack Mina. Their
culpability is the direct result of their short-sightedness and inattention; once they exclude
Mina, their secretary and pastor, from their work, they begin to lose sight of Mina’s
driving purpose as their secretary: as she has said to Seward earlier in the novel, “in the
struggle which we have before us. . . we must have all the knowledge and all the help
which we can get. . .we need have no secrets among us; working together with absolute
trust, we can surely be stronger than if some of us were in the dark” (Stoker 261,
emphasis mine). With Mina excluded from the work of governing Dracula and thus kept
in the dark (which means everyone is), there is no collation of the pastorate’s
information, no one to notice that Jonathan writes about Mina’s paleness and languidness,
that Seward’s account of Renfield aligns with Dracula’s particular opportunities of
movement, that the men indirectly encounter Dracula and then drive him away as they
search Carfax: in all of this, there is no one to make the connections. The men attempt to
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govern Dracula as Mina has done, as part of a pastorate, but their sloppy collection and
failure to connect enough information lead to their failure.
In order to triumph over Dracula, the men ultimately have to find a way of
including Mina in their work. To do so, they must conceive of a gender ideology more
amenable to his existence; they must realize that their fairly shaky identities are based on
a faulty premise and that Mina now is at once the sister-mother-girl-wife and something
new. This realization comes about when Dracula attacks Mina, just as he had before
attacked Lucy. Echoing the previous attempted seduction of Jonathan, Dracula has
entered the marital bedroom and fed from Mina (and, more disturbingly, breast-fed her in
return, becoming as much female as male) in a scene that critics have compared to
displaced fellatio (as in Roth 5). The strangeness of this particular scene recalls the
familiarity of the earlier Brides scene, and the uncanny rears its head again. The parallel
reveals quite a lot about both Mina and Jonathan: first, that Mina is of a hysterical nature
only after being raped, and, second, that Jonathan’s returned masculinity, as well as that
of the other men, remains unable to cope with the possibilities that Dracula opens up.
Again, the sexuality of women and the ambi-sexuality of Dracula disrupt masculine
identity. The Brides’ and Lucy’s status as devil-women resonates with Mina’s as victim
of rape, displaying a form of sexuality beyond the procreative (again, see Craft); all of
these women are denigrated for their lack of purity (“Unclean, unclean!” (Stoker 324)), a
purity which, as Poovey argues, is the basis for the old ideology of gender (80). This
scene is thus the consequence of the interplay of power and ideology among the group:
when Van Helsing decides not to allow Mina access to their plans concerning Dracula, he
places her at a severe disadvantage in terms of knowledge, and, as knowledge is
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equivalent to power in the novel, she is placed at a disadvantage of power as well. The
broader conception of masculinity that extends to each of the men is again linked to their
ignorance of the actual identity of the surrounding women, revealing the fault lines upon
which their masculinity is founded. The group has thus failed to govern itself in the
proper, liberal manner—and been terrified to the point of inaction by facing a blurring of
genders as Dracula “nurses” Mina—by ignoring the possible contributions of the New
Woman, so much so that the group cultivates a weakness that Dracula exploits.
It is only after she begins to reassert her pastoral power that the men realize the
necessity of her inclusion. She replays the pastor in several ways: first, it is at her
suggestion that Van Helsing hypnotize her in order to ascertain Dracula’s whereabouts.75
This idea is again Mina’s initiative in the collection of information that allows for
Dracula to be traced and found; she positions herself as the new Renfield figure toward
the end of the novel to again produce an index of the vampire’s movement. At this
moment, Mina begins to read Dracula directly, as she has done with the other men,
though her various comments up to this point indicate that he has long since been a part
of her pastorate. She informs the men only pages before “That poor soul who has
wrought all this misery is the saddest case of all” (Stoker 349). It is an interesting use of
the word “case,” since it brings to mind the manner in which Mina heals Jonathan’s
madness. Dracula’s shift from the “most unfavorable” to the “more favorable” depends,
of course, on his destruction, but it is the destruction of a corrupt body in order to
preserve the valuable aspect in the immortal soul, just as the destruction of Lucy entailed.
75

“’Oh, my dear Madam Mina, this is indeed a change. See! friend Jonathan, we have got our dead
Madam Mina, as of old, back to us today!’ Then turning to her, he said, cheerfully, “And what am I to do
for you? For at this hour you do not want me for nothings.’
‘I want you to hypnotize me!” she said. “Do it before the dawn, for I feel that then I can speak, and speak
freely. Be quick, for the time is short!’” (Stoker 352).
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Nevertheless, though this direct use of pastoral power by Mina is important to the
destruction of Dracula, it is achieved because she relies on literary governmentality. This
shift in method is most obvious in the memorandum that she writes in Galatz; indeed, the
fact that she carries with her a portable typewriter, intent on maintaining their stockpile of
information, builds up to this moment. She writes in her journal: “I have asked Dr. Van
Helsing, and he has got me all the papers that I have not yet seen . . . I shall go over all
carefully, and perhaps I may arrive at some conclusion” (Stoker 391). It is this conclusion
that she outlines in careful logic, culling all of the available information once more into a
workable plan. This much is clear from Van Helsing’s reply: “Our dear Madam Mina is
once more our teacher. Her eyes have seen where we were blinded” (Stoker 394). In her
memorandum and through her hypnotic trances (which we must remember, while
facilitated by Van Helsing, are initially Mina’s idea), Mina begins to read Dracula just as
confidently and unerringly as she’s read the Crew, and this quite-literal insight becomes
the first step in placing Van Helsing in her biopolitical schema. It is her use of the
pastoral power—now intensified because of her greater knowledge from having drunk
the blood of the anti-Christ as well as that of Christ—that allows them to follow Dracula;
thence to the castle to destroy the Brides; thence to the destruction of the Count; thence to
“that moment of [Dracula’s] final dissolution” in which “there was in the face a look of
peace” (Stoker 418). Thus it is the pastoral mode that fully exorcises the uncanny from
the novel, returning the characters’ lives to their new version of normal.
Where Dracula Leaves Us
But what is this new normal? Critics have often pointed to the end of Stoker’s
novel as simply a re-inscription of oppressive Victorian gender roles, where the
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dissolution of Dracula allows for the Crew of Light to return to their previous, vampireless existence, having come away from the experience without any radical change to their
way of being. Jonathan’s final note can certainly be read as simply reifying the Victorian
status quo that Dracula’s multiplicity interrupts:
In the summer of this year we made a journey to Transylvania, and went
over the old ground which was, and is, to us so full of vivid and terrible
memories. It was almost impossible to believe that the things which we
had seen with our own eyes and heard with our own ears were living
truths. Every trace of all that had been was blotted out. The castle stood as
before, reared high above a waste of desolation.
When we got home we were talking of the old time—which we could all
look back on without despair, for Godalming and Seward are both happily
married. (Stoker 419)
Apparently all traces of Dracula and the experiential aspects of the vampire hunt have
been thoroughly erased with the passage of time, and Seward and Goldaming’s quasimarriages to Lucy and Mina have been overwritten with their marriages to new wives.
Mina’s health has returned, the red scar on her forehead has faded back to snowy white,
and she has happily become a mother to a son, who looks to Van Helsing as a grandfather
figure. Even Van Helsing himself has framed the entire adventure as the pursuit of active
men in defense of the passive woman. There is certainly a justifiable sense that the
vampire interlude is over, leaving things roughly where they began. Yet the final note
still contains remnants of the action of the novel. Dracula’s castle “stood as before,”
connecting both Jonathan and Van Helsing’s experiences with the New Woman Brides to
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the present of seven years later (Stoker 419). And, though the Crew is “struck with the
fact, that in all the mass of material of which the record is composed, there is hardly one
authentic document; nothing but a mass of typewriting,” that typewriting nevertheless
remains the foundation of this novel (Stoker 419). Mina’s work throughout remains
accessible and transmissible, the means by which the text of the novel is available to the
reader. Although Mina has adopted the traditional position as mother, this position is not
in opposition to her New Woman status. Rather than considering the final note as
undoing the Mina’s ideological work within the novel, we should see it as a continuation
of the pastoral work and the literary governmentality that she has undertaken previously,
even to the point of remaining the sister-mother-girl-wife figure through naming her son
after the Crew of Light. In other words, we should think of Dracula as having altered the
course of these ordinary men and women, creating a new set of possibilities for the
Victorians instead of a temporary interlude in the ordinary manner of life. Mina’s
ideological work should be thought of as generating permanent, rather than temporary,
change because the results of her secretary methodology (the novel Dracula) last beyond
the problem of vampirism and the final note.
So what, then, is the change that Mina shepherds through? The fundamental
change that Dracula endorses is the sharing of power between men and women. The fact
that Mina’s inclusion is necessary for the destruction of the vampires and the fact that her
secretarial work is ultimately a production of knowledge means that, according to the
novel’s formulation of knowledge equaling power, the patriarchal dissemination of
knowledge/power that is exemplified in the Crew’s treatment of Lucy is finally
outmoded. Instead, the adoption of a biopolitical form of governance is required in this
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“nineteenth century up-to-date with a vengeance” novel (Stoker 67), which also
restructures the patriarchal hegemony of Dracula and Van Helsing into a more feminist,
while also being a more eugenic, one. The biopolitical framework that the novel
functions within demands a destruction of those unfavorable citizens (vampires) who
insist on creating perverse kinds of children. The infection of children by Lucy is not only
the infection of syphilis or of her New Woman position; it is a basic representation of
sexual selection, whereby the unfavorable traits of parents potentially move onto the next
generation. Indeed, in Stoker’s novel, the only way in which women’s sexual choices can
be State-approved is to include them in the process of the State. Lucy and Mina engage
in poor mate selection only when they are kept outside of knowledge and power, but
Mina ultimately participates in a nationalist eugenics, and therefore in political power,
when she is placed on equal footing with the men. This shift becomes clear as the newly
bitten and half-transformed Mina is brought back into the fold.
After the men find Dracula feeding on Mina, it becomes clear to all involved “that
Mina should be in full confidence; that nothing of any sort—no matter how painful—
should be kept from her. She herself agreed as to its wisdom, and it was pitiful to see her
so brave and yet so sorrowful, and in such a depth of despair. ‘There must be no
concealment,’ she said, ‘Alas! we have had too much already’” (Stoker 330). This whole
reaction is a visible indictment of the men’s initial secrecy, because if they had kept Mina
informed, she could have at least been prepared for Dracula to attack. This lapse in
Mina’s protection follows from the same logic that kept both Lucy and her mother in the
dark, seeing as Mrs. Westenra’s ignorance about the garlic flowers is likely what ruined
Lucy’s last chance at survival. In any event, the acknowledged necessity of Mina’s
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inclusion rebalances the power dynamic between the genders that often constricts the rest
of the novel, and the resulting new balance remains largely unchanged at the novel’s end.
This new dynamic is made clear by the re-integration of Mina into the Crew, even to the
point of her directing the vampire hunt, as well as her transformation into a partial
vampire, where her access to Dracula’s thoughts gives her additional knowledge/power.
It is true that this additional power also transforms Mina into an unfavorable citizen. But
what is telling is that, even as Mina has become unfavorable and often defers to Van
Helsing, she returns fully to her position as literary governor by the novel’s end. Jonathan
writes that “I told her that she was to have all the papers in the safe, and all the papers or
diaries and phonographs we might hereafter use; and was to keep the record as she had
done before” (Stoker 331). Mina has again taken on the task which she had initially set
for herself and which the men now acknowledge is essential to their enterprise.
With this return to position, however, there come to be other restrictions on Mina.
Because of her now unfavorable status, she begins to rely on Van Helsing as a governing
force. This governance is clear from the Sacred Wafer scene, in which Mina receives a
Catholic benediction from Van Helsing. This quasi-communion is an inversion of the
confession that Mina takes from Jonathan on their wedding day, in that Mina is now on
the receiving end; Van Helsing thus takes on duties of a pastorate with Mina as a
member. The red scar that appears on her forehead—one that echoes Dracula’s forehead
scar and the mark on Cain in the Bible —literally brands Mina as unclean. But a less
obvious example of her unsuitability immediately follows her reintegration into the Crew.
Mina’s first response to becoming a victim is a eugenic fatalism:
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“’But dear Madam Mina, are you not afraid; not for yourself, but for
others from yourself, after what has happened?’ Her face grew set in its
lines, but her eyes shone with the devotion of a martyr as she answered:—
‘Ah no! for my mind is made up!’
‘To what?’ he asked gently, whilst we were all very still; for each in our
own way we had a sort of vague idea of what she meant. Her answer came
with direct simplicity, as though she were simply stating a fact:—
‘Because if I find in myself—and I shall watch keenly for it—a sign of
harm to any that I love, I shall die!’
‘You would not kill yourself?’ he asked, hoarsely.
‘I would; if there were no friend who loved me, who would save me such a
pain, and so desperate an effort!’ She looked at him meaningly as she
spoke.” (Stoker 330 emphasis mine)
Mina’s instinct here is to plan for either suicide or euthanasia so as to avoid harming
other people. Her return to the fold is punctuated by the same biopolitical impulse that
drives the vampire hunt, this time turned on herself. It is only Van Helsing’s intervention
that removes this possibility by pointing out that any death can only result in Mina rising
as the Un-Dead. Mina is therefore not so far unfavorable as to be beyond help; she can
still be rehabilitated into a favorable condition through application of pastoral power. As
with other pastoral moments, Van Helsing and Mina speak in religious language. Van
Helsing tells her, “On your living soul I charge you that you do not die—nay, nor think of
death—till this great evil be past,” and Mina responds, “I promise you, my dear friend,
that if God will let me live, I shall strive to do so; till, if it may be in His good time, this
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horror may have passed away from me” (Stoker 331 emphasis mine). In this manner,
Mina again becomes a member of a pastorate with Van Helsing acting as an overarching
pastor. And since his attempts at managing Lucy were entirely without the sharing of
information—indeed, he is actually antagonistic to sharing the information, as I
demonstrated above—I would argue that this is the first point at which Van Helsing
begins to enact a biopolitical schema. Mina’s method of governance has become the only
legitimate one after Van Helsing’s methods have twice failed to preserve favorable
citizens while destroying the unfavorable. In other words, this is the point at which Van
Helsing begins taking direction from Mina, not only in terms of absorbing the factual
information about Dracula—her secretarial work, her revealing trances, and her deductive
memorandum—but also in terms of her biopolitical eugenics. These eugenics are again
insisted on when Mina forces all of the men to promise that they will drive a stake
through her heart if she dies before Dracula does. Jonathan is particularly reluctant, but
Mina successfully convinces him:
“Think, dear, that there have been times when brave men have killed their
wives and their womenkind, to keep them from falling into the hands of
the enemy. Their hands did not falter any the more because those that they
loved implored them to slay them. It is men’s duty towards those whom
they love, in such times of sore trial! And oh, my dear, if it is to be that I
must meet death at any hand, let it be at the hand of him that loves me
best. Dr. Van Helsing, I have not forgotten your mercy in poor Lucy’s
case to him who loved’—she stopped with a flying blush, and changed her
phrase—‘to him who had best right to give her peace. If that time shall
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come again, I look to you to make it a happy memory of my husband’s life
that it was his loving hand which set me free from the awful thrall upon
me.” (Stoker 372)
The eugenic nature of the novel has been made clear, this passage recalls, when
the men are forced to destroy the vampire Lucy for her attempts to eat children or mother
only vampiric ones; it is implicit in Seward’s lunatic asylum, where undesirables are
maintained separate from the breeding population; and it is made explicit in the taunt that
Dracula throws at the men: “Your girls that you all love are mine already; and through
them you and others shall yet be mine—my creatures, to do my bidding and to be my
jackals when I want to feed” (Stoker 347). But, as we can see above with the mass of rats,
the connection between eugenics and populations is less developed before Mina is
attacked: Lucy is a singular aberration who threatens to breed only by stealing babies; the
lunatics in the asylum beyond Renfield are unknown to us; and when Dracula taunts
about “your girls,” he can only be speaking about Mina, since Lucy has already been
destroyed. But in conjunction with Mina’s eugenic fatalism, the destruction of The Brides
finally alters the biopolitical power structure that Mina builds around the men to take the
vampire menace into account. Van Helsing is finally forced to contend with the
problems of population, rather than focusing his disciplinary impulse on a singular
unfavorable citizen. Mina’s transformation forces Van Helsing to differentiate between
citizens who are capable of reform and citizens who are not. This differentiation is clear
in the final scene that this chapter will analyze, the two-part memorandum wherein Van
Helsing destroys Dracula’s Brides.
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Several key elements of the Bride’s destruction echo the governmental problems I
have outlined thus far. The first is a direct parallel to the appearance of Dracula in Carfax.
After Van Helsing has trapped Mina in a holy circle of communion wafer, Van Helsing
watches the Brides coalesce out of the falling snow:
“In the cold hour the fire began to die, and I was about stepping forth to
replenish it, for now the snow came in flying sweeps and with it a chill
mist. Even in the dark there was a light of some kind, as there ever is over
snow; and it seemed as though the snow-flurries and the wreaths of mist
took shape as of women with trailing garments. . . . It was as though my
memories of all Jonathan’s horrid experience were befooling me; for the
snow flakes and the mist began to wheel and circle round, till I could get
as though a shadowy glimpse of those women that would have kissed him.
. . . I feared for my dear Madam Mina when these weird figures drew near
and circled round. . . . the wheeling figures of mist and snow came closer,
but keeping ever without the Holy circle. Then they began to materialise
till—if God have not take away my reason, for I saw it through my eyes—
there were before me in actual flesh the same three women that Jonathan
saw in the room, when they would have kissed his throat. I knew the
swaying round forms, the bright hard eyes, the white teeth, the ruddy
colour, the voluptuous lips.” (Stoker 407-408)
This description is unusually protracted, even with sentences excised from this quotation,
as the three women very gradually appear out of the dark, misty snow. The description of
their appearance—especially of their faces—echoes Jonathan’s impression in Carfax of
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“the high lights of the Count’s evil face, the ridge of the nose, the red eyes, the red lips,
the awful pallor” (Stoker 291), just as the Brides’ appearance from nowhere echoes
Dracula’s appearance from the shadows. Thus the Brides’ function at the end as parallel
to the ever-increasing plague of rats, becoming a stand-in for potentials in the mass
population that the vampire figure reveals to the characters. But there are two crucial
differences between Dracula and the Brides. No longer is the mass of the populace
unknowable to Van Helsing as it was in Carfax. His reintegration of Mina into the Crew
allows him to see that which is standing before him, unlike Jonathan and Godalming
beforehand. Van Helsing recognizes the “shadowy glimpse of those women” from his
“memories of Jonathan’s horrid experience,” memories which he has only because of the
secretarial work done by Mina. After all, it is Mina’s access to these same memories—as
well as some shadowy vampire sense of always returning to the Sire —that led them to
the castle in the first place.76 Moreover, the population is not clearly delineated from the
Crew as it was in Carfax. Instead, Mina has become increasingly like Dracula’s Brides.
Not only is she also unable to cross the holy circle, she has become nocturnal and begun
to avoid human food. But the most important aspect of her transformation is that Van
Helsing’s work has allowed her to remain separated and differentiated from the Brides.
His use of the communion wafer has allowed him to keep Mina inside the circle and to
keep the Brides out; as with Mina earlier in the book, Van Helsing is now relying on the
power of religion as a method of control. But whereas he did so earlier in the book only
76

“At this time and place, she become all on fire with zeal; some new guiding power be in her manifested,
for she point to a road and say:—
‘This is the way.’
‘How know you it?’ I ask.
‘Of course I know it,’ she answer, and with a pause, add: ‘Have not my Jonathan travelled it and wrote of
his travel?’” (Stoker 404). Mina’s familiarity with the geography of Transylvania connect to her
memorization of the train schedules throughout England and her trip to Buda-Pesth, taken by herself.
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to destroy those individuals beyond help as in the disciplinary model, here it is used to
separate favorable from unfavorable citizens and is far more pastor-like. Of course, it is
not sufficient to separate the Brides from Mina, even on the level of favorability; the
Brides, like Dracula and Lucy, are so far beyond the edges of the normal and acceptable
that they must be destroyed. They are wanton devourers of children and indiscriminate in
their choice of lovers; they are the women who indulge in female choice without the
eugenic impulse that governs Mina’s behavior. This horror is clear from Mina’s response
to their seduction; not only is she physically incapable of following them thanks to Van
Helsing’s holy circle, but she also finds them repulsive: “’Come, sister. Come to us.
Come! Come!’ [said the Brides]. In fear I turned to my poor Madam Mina, and my heart
with gladness leapt like flame; for oh! the terror in her sweet eyes, the repulsion, the
horror, told a story to my heart that was all of hope. God be thanked she was not, yet, of
them” (Stoker 408). If we remember that Mina’s relationship with Seward, Godalming,
and Morris is that of a sister-wife, the implications of this interaction are clearer. Mina is
actively choosing against the Brides as sex partners; Mina chooses the eugenically valid
option of marriage to the sturdy white Anglo men instead of the Other in the vampire.77
But Mina goes even further than simple rejection; it is because of her that the Brides are
successfully destroyed.
It is not only for Mina that the vampires are destroyed, after all; it is also by Mina.
In the case of Dracula’s destruction, I again point to the secretarial work that Mina does,
capping off the effort in her memorandum. Her government over the Crew is what leads
them to destroying Dracula, and though it is by her husbands’ hands that the actual
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Lucy, in contrast, finds making an active choice difficult. The point is that active female choice is
required of good women, but it must also be a good, eugenic choice.
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staking is done, it is undeniable that a large portion of the work and effort is Mina’s. The
same is true of the destruction of the Brides. Not only has Mina led Van Helsing to the
castle to destroy these women, but, at the final moment, it is she that ensures Van Helsing
is successful:
“She lay in her Vampire sleep, so full of life and voluptuous beauty that I
shudder as though I have come to do murder. Ah, I doubt not that in old
time, when such things were, many a man who set forth to do such a task
as mine, found at the last his heart fail him, and then his nerve. . . . Yes, I
was moved—I, Van Helsing, with all my purpose and with my motive for
hate—I was moved to a yearning for delay which seemed to paralyse my
faculties and to clog my very soul. . . . Certain it was that I was lapsing
into sleep, the open-eyed sleep of one who yields to a sweet fascination,
when there came through the snow-stilled air a long, low wail, so full of
woe and pity that it woke me like the sound of a clarion. For it was the
voice of my dear Madam Mina that I heard.” (Stoker 411)
Again, just at the point at which a man’s nerve begins to fail him, Mina as pastoral and
governmental articulator, now internalized by Van Helsing, intervenes. This moment
parallels all of Mina’s other interactions with the Crew—nursing Jonathan, mediating
Seward’s diary, comforting Morris and Godalming, even driving out Renfield’s
madness—as well as Jonathan’s reliance on her to survive the Brides at the beginning of
the novel. Van Helsing has to rely on Mina to save himself from male weakness, just as
the other members of the male pastorate do. Mina’s cry is so crucial to Van Helsing’s
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success at his “butcher work” that it saves him a second time. On the same page where he
credits her wail to his success, he does so again:
“She was so fair to look on, so radiantly beautiful, so exquisitely
voluptuous, that the very instinct of man in me, which calls some of my
sex to love and to protect one of hers, made my head whirl with new
emotion. But God be thanked, that soul-wail of my dear Madam Mina had
not died out of my ears; and, before the spell could be wrought further
upon me, I had nerved myself to my wild work.” (Stoker 411)
Ultimately, this reliance has the effect of repudiating Van Helsing’s earlier assertion that
the horrors of Castle Dracula are not for a woman to see.78 Again, without Mina—if Van
Helsing had left her behind in England as Jonathan expects—the enterprise becomes too
tenuous to succeed. Mina’s equal participation is vital for the Crew of Light’s success. In
the end, Dracula positions Mina as a transitional figure for feminism, and we can read
the plot of the novel as rehabilitating the men around her because they include her as an
equal. Though Mina is in some sense an extraordinary woman and earns her position
through proving herself capable, the implication of having a woman like Mina in a wildly
popular book at the turn of the century indicates that there has been a sea-change in the
decades following The Coming Race. The possibilities for woman, if not completely open
yet, are different in 1897 compared to what they were in 1871.
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‘Oh, my friend, it is because I would save Madam Mina from that awful place that I would go. God
forbid that I should take her into that place. There is work—wild work—to be done there, that her eyes
may not see. We men here, all save Jonathan, have seen with their own eyes what is to be done before
that place can be purify. Remember that we are in terrible straits. If the Count escape us this time—and
he is strong and subtle and cunning—he may choose to sleep him for a century, and then in time our dear
one”—he took my hand—“would come to him to keep him company, and would be as those others that
you, Jonathan, saw.’ (Stoker 396)
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In Dracula, the way to remake the men into biopolitical agents is to direct their ire
away from the sexuality of the emancipated woman and toward the even more
unrestrained sexuality of the foreign and racialized Other. Given the opportunity to
become an equal partner in the men’s quest for dominance and power over sexuality,
Mina deploys biopolitical techniques in order to cajole them into including her—all at the
expense of the radical potential embedded in the vampire’s body. The centering of the
governmental regulation around the destruction of Dracula and the procreation of the
men-as-a-population with the Harker’s son results in a reorientation of the novel’s gender
roles that gives the individual white woman power within a still-largely-patriarchal power
structure.
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Chapter 4: Biopolitical Motherhood in Gilman’s Herland and With Her in Ourland
You see, they were Mothers, not in our sense of helpless involuntary fecundity, forced to
fill and overfill the land, every land, and then see their children suffer, sin, and die,
fighting horribly with one another; but in the sense of Conscious Makers of People.
Mother-love with them was not a brute passion, a mere “instinct,” a wholly personal
feeling; it was—a religion.
It included that limitless feeling of sisterhood, that wide unity in service, which was so
difficult for us to grasp. And it was National, Racial, Human—oh, I don’t know how to
say it.
—Van’s narration, Herland (1915)
With this fourth and final chapter, I return in some sense to the beginning of this
study; Charlotte Perkins Gilman’s utopian Herland (1915) and its sequel, With Her In
Ourland (1916), in many ways function as a mirror to Bulwer-Lytton’s The Coming Race
(1871). Whereas Bulwer-Lytton is dismissive of the ultimate potential in Darwin’s theory
of sexual selection, however, Gilman wholeheartedly embraces the radical social
possibilities inherent in the theory in order to critique her contemporary political moment
under patriarchy. Like the previous writers in this dissertation, her invocation of female
choice necessarily pushes her to articulate a theory of social improvement that, following
the work of Michel Foucault, we can recognize as biopolitical. Such a recognition,
moreover, has the potential to integrate the two main threads of Gilman scholarship that
have emerged over the last half century: her radical humanist feminism and her eugenic
racism. It becomes clear in reading these two novels that the biopolitical feminism
practiced by the Herlanders (and therefore the “diagnosis” and “prescription” they offer
to “cure” “The Splendid Child” America of its “disease”) is not simply a feminism that
coexists with racist attitudes, but a feminism dependent on those racist attitudes for its
own intellectual and political legitimacy. Herland and its sequel thus bring into full focus
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the political realities of First Wave Feminism that are hidden in ambiguity by Henry
James and are symbolized as horrifying by Bram Stoker.
This focus is partly the result of a difference of purpose that sets Gilman apart
from the male authors in this study: whereas Bulwer-Lytton, James, and Stoker are all
more or less career writers of literature, Gilman conceives of herself—and was
considered in her own time—primarily as a sociologist and social critic. The literature
that Gilman wrote was for her “a tool box” of sociological analysis and political
persuasion “written to drive nails with” and, according to her, should not be counted as
literature at all (Knight 28). Indeed, a substantial critique in Gilman studies as they
currently stand is that she is mainly taken up by literary critics rather than sociologists.
Here, nevertheless, is another literary critic investigating Gilman’s fiction. Even so, I
shall attempt to distinguish this work from previous studies by in taking the political
dimension of the work seriously; that is, I will assume that these novels function as a
political force in the world, just as I have done with the novels studied in my previous
chapters. This approach reflects Gilman’s own thoughts on the matter; though her fiction
was for her first a tool of political persuasion, she argued that fiction had a special place
in the political process, writing that “the makers of books are the makers of thoughts and
feelings for the people in general. Fiction is the most popular form in which this worldfood is taken” (Man-Made 100-101). It is therefore still worth considering Gilman’s
fictional works as literary constructions even if they are in some senses not primarily
“literary,” because her deployment or inversion of genre conventions also adds to her
political thought. In addition, though the novels contain many references to prominent
thinkers, political, biological, and sociological, there are relatively few direct references
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to other literary works. Since one of the most prominent in these books is a reference to
Gulliver’s Travels and Lilliput, this chapter will elucidate some connections between
Gilman’s imaginary voyage and Jonathan Swift’s.
I shall also break away from previous critics by writing about this pair of novels
together, rather than Herland in isolation or both novels placed alongside Moving the
Mountain to form a trilogy.79 I make this choice for multiple reasons. First, Herland and
With Her In Ourland were published serially in Gilman’s self-produced journal The
Forerunner without interruption, so that a subscriber from January 1915 through
December 1916 would have read them both together; the journal also ceased publication
with the conclusion of Ourland in its final issue, marking, if not a shift of thought, at least
a shift of focus for Gilman. The ending of Herland is so abrupt and the beginning of
Ourland so dependent on the previous novel that it also makes sense to think of them as a
continuous work, even though Gilman presented them as two novels. As Gilman notes in
The Forerunner, “A brief twelve chapters of Herland did not suffice to bring out all that
was intended” (336). Thus, the only significant “line” drawn between them is the passing
of 1915 into 1916. These indicators run counter to the subsequent publication history of
the two novels; never reprinted in Gilman’s lifetime, Ourland was only published as a
stand-alone in 1997, eighteen years after Herland received the same treatment in 1979.
Treating them as an uninterrupted work is the most sensible first step towards
reintegrating the fragmented nature of Gilman criticism; by making this choice, I follow
Mary Jo Deegan who argues that “the republication of Herland as a separate novel,
79

Many critics seem to reflexively talk about Moving the Mountain as the first book in a trilogy, with
Herland and With Her In Ourland as the second and third novels respectively. There is no textual reason
for doing so, nor did Gilman seem to consider the three novels linked, except perhaps by her overriding
feminist themes and utopian elements. For work considering the three novels as a unified whole, see
Doskow.
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presumably complete in itself. . . truncated Gilman’s larger aim and condemned Gilman’s
Herland/Ourland saga as a whole to misinterpretation and even greater oblivion” (Deegan
2). Indeed, one revelation that comes from treating these novels together is that, although
though Herland’s structure resembles the standard utopian plot—an ordinary human
being travels to a strange civilization to take a tour of new political possibilities, similar
to Thomas More’s Utopia (1516), Bulwer-Lytton’s The Coming Race, and Edward
Bellamy’s Looking Backward (1888)80—Ourland’s inclusion continues, yet complicates
this genre classification. The journey that the characters Ellador and Van take across the
globe puts the saga closer to a related genre, the imaginary voyage, as seen in works like
Lucian’s A True History (2nd Century AD) and Jonathan Swift’s Gulliver’s Travels
(1726).81 At the same time, Gilman inverts conventions of the imaginary journey for
satiric, feminist purposes in order to make her political point clear to her reader—a point
that Ellador helps to make by explicitly referencing Swift’s work in Ourland.
The value of analyzing these two texts as one is abundantly brought out by their
contents, which both narratologically and paratextually function as one unit. In brief,
three men discover an all-women country that they name “Herland” in the first novel,
exploring all the ways that a country totally constructed by women is superior to the rest
of the world which, contrary to what they initially imagine, is as male-dominated as
Herland is woman-led. In the sequel, the narrator of Herland accompanies his Herlander
80

Avril more closely associates Herland with Utopia than with Looking Backward primarily because in
Utopia and Herland the characters travel through space in order to find utopia, while Looking Backward
and other nineteenth century utopian novels have the narrator travel through time (19-20, 20 n.14). This
distinction reinforces the importance that I place on the imaginary voyage aspects in Gilman’s novels as
the voyage our characters take is, of course, spatial, just as Gulliver’s voyages are.
81
See Keyser; she argues that Herland functions as a response to Gulliver’s Travels, though she writes
most extensively about Gulliver’s fourth voyage among the Houyhnhnms. As Ellador explicitly references
Lilliput in Ourland, however, my argument will mainly explicate Gilman’s appropriation of Gulliver’s first
voyage (133).
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wife on a world tour and documents for our benefit all the ways that Ourland is deficient
compared to Herland and that Herland’s political, cultural, and biological thought might
improve the readers’ lives. We can see the similarity between what Gilman’s characters
experience in Herland and the experiences of other visitors to utopias in previous
writings: like Tish in The Coming Race, the men arrive in an imaginary place; not
knowing the language, they are thoroughly inspected by the local populace; they spend
time learning the language, the laws, and the customs; Van acts as a recorder of their
adventures to share with the world; and the final act of the novel is for the traveler to
utopia to return to the real world. What happens at this point shifts the saga into
something more akin to Gulliver’s Travels, however, rather than a prototypical utopian
plot.82 Rather than, like Tish, leaving the utopian people behind when they leave, the men
bring one of the Herlanders back to the “real world” for a tour of, essentially, the entirety
of civilization. While Van continues to record what happens, his new Herlander wife
Ellador takes over as central figure, and her exploration of the “real world” becomes the
focus of the narrative. In this manner, the conventions of other utopias are violated
because the “real world” of the utopian traveler is toured just as thoroughly as the utopia
itself. Additionally, Ellador initiates an inversion of the majority of imaginary voyagers,
since she is a woman from an imaginary place investigating the “real world,” rather than,
like Gulliver, a man of the “real world” travelling through a series of bizarre and satirical
fantasies.
The first chapter of With Her In Ourland picks up immediately on the heels of
Herland, then, allowing the two novels to be structured as reverse images of each other,

82

For discussion on the relationship between Gulliver’s Travels and the utopian genre, see Houston and
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first as Van explores the mysterious utopian Herland and then as Ellador explores the
alienating and dystopic Ourland, the world in which the audience lives. Marsha Smith
makes this symmetry clear by comparing the two airplane journeys in both novels: “The
aerial approaches to Herland and Ourland are paralleled in two narrative constructions,
juxtaposing the male gaze and the female gaze” (131). Her focus on the travel aspects of
the novels, too, fits with my contention that the novels’ structure should be thought of as
akin to Gulliver’s Travels, in that Gulliver does return to his own world after most of his
fantastic voyages. As is the case with Swift, moreover, Ourland is crucial to
understanding its author’s politics, because the full political effect of Herland only
becomes after Ellador is able to diagnose the social ills that Gilman sees under the
oversexed andro-centric culture of the United States. By analyzing both novels
simultaneously, we can more clearly see the biopolitical basis for what seems in Herland
to be a more purely humanist feminism. By explicating the Darwinian logic of the allfemale society of Herland, I can therefore make clear the biopolitical underpinnings of
the Gilman strain of feminism and its implications for Anglo-American society. Female
choice is the mechanism by which the ethnic racism that plagues American democracy
may become state racism in Foucault’s sense of the term, elevating women at the expense
of the ethnically racialized Other. Gilman’s novels are in some senses the culmination of
the biopolitical feminist project that this dissertation traces, positioning women as
fundamentally equal to men based on their near-perfect deployment of biopolitics as a
technique of female power – yet with many of the consequences that come from
biopolitical thinking if the logic in some forms of Darwinism is fully carried out.
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Eugenic Female Choice in Herland
Unlike some texts in this dissertation that are more indirect, Gilman’s novels
directly engage with Darwinian theory. This link is most obvious in the direct quotes and
allusions to Darwinists that the men in Herland make, often claiming them to be
universal laws which nevertheless do not apply to the Herlanders. An exemplary passage
reads thus:
“Ours [the United States] is the best country in the world as to poverty,”
Terry told them. “We do not have the wretched paupers and beggars of the
older countries, I assure you. Why, European visitors tell us we don’t
know what poverty is.”
“Neither do we,” answered Zava. “Won’t you tell us?”
Terry put it up to me [Van], saying I was the sociologist, and I explained
that the laws of nature require a struggle for existence, and that in the
struggle the fittest survive, and the unfit perish. In our economic struggle,
I continued, there was always plenty of opportunity for the fittest to reach
the top, which they did, in great numbers, particularly in our country; that
where there was severe economic pressure the lowest classes of course felt
it the worst, and that among the poorest of all the women were driven into
the labor market by necessity.
They listened closely, with the usual note-taking.
“About one-third, then, belong to the poorest class,” observed Moadine
gravely. “And two-thirds are the ones who are—how was it you so
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beautifully put it?—‘loved, honored, kept in the home to care for the
children.’ This inferior one-third have no children, I suppose?”
Jeff—he was getting as bad as they were—solemnly replied that, on the
contrary, the poorer they were the more children they had. That too, he
explained, was a law of nature: “Reproduction is in inverse proportion to
individuation.”
“These ‘laws of nature,’” Zava gently asked, “are they all the laws you
have?” (Gilman, Herland 88-89)
The two laws of nature that the three men posit as axiomatic—the survival of the fittest
and the inverse relationship between reproduction and individuation—are of course
Darwinist concepts, filtered through the work of Herbert Spencer.83 Here they function to
demonstrate the men’s unthinking Social Darwinist philosophy, which uses a thin veneer
of Darwinism to justify the contemporary social structure. Van slips blithely between
natural struggle (between species) and economic struggle ( between classes) as he
explains the first “law.” By grafting Darwin’s theory of survival onto the economic
system, the fact that one-third of Ourlander women are poor becomes a necessary
function of nature, rather than a social construction under capitalism. But the inclusion of
this theory is not an endorsement by Gilman; rather, the lack of poverty in Herland is one
of the ways that Gilman seeks to undermine the Social Darwinist conception of social
structures. As Lois Magner argues, “Gilman believed that existing human societies were
not the inevitable products of biological forces but the result of human ideas, choices, and
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Spencer argues that “Reproduction is in inverse proportion to individuation” in his book A Theory of
Population (1852) (Gilman 89, n.1). The phrase “survival of the fittest” only enters into Darwin’s work
after Spencer first uses it in Principles of Biology (1864); Darwin later incorporated the phrase into the
fifth edition of the Origin of Species (1869).
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behaviors,” making her more of a Reform Darwinist (121). If Herland lacks poverty, the
logic runs, then natural selection cannot actually require poor women.
The second “law” that Jeff quotes is likewise undone by the existence of the
Herlanders, all of whom, save the “Over Mothers,” have only one child at most. Indeed,
because of the importance that the Herlanders place on motherhood, the class differences
that Jeff notes in Ourland—lower class women have the most children while upper class
women have the least—is inverted among the Herlanders:
“I understand . . . that to be encouraged to bear more than one child is the
very highest reward and honor in the power of the state.”
(She interpolated here that the nearest approach to an aristocracy they had
was to come of a line of “Over Mothers”—those who had been so
honored.) (Gilman, Herland 95)
This inversion of class dynamics again undermines the universality of Darwinist “laws,”
challenging the assumption that human society as currently constructed is a natural
consequence of immutable laws of nature. The falsity in this axiom is why this discussion
of natural laws revolves around the status of poor women in Ourland; Gilman is
attempting to show that the secondary status afforded women is not a consequence of
nature, but rather a consequence of human choices of social structure. It is for this reason
also that Herland is compared to anthills and beehives, structures created by natural
selection84 which, at the same time, do not comport with the assumptions made by Social
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Darwin devotes an entire section of The Origin to systematically explain how the bee hive is a product
of natural selection, totally dependent on hive-bees’ instincts and the laws of geometry (220-227).
Alternatively, in comparing the mental powers of humans and other animals, he writes: “If, for instance,
to take an extreme case, men were reared under precisely the same conditions as hive-bees, there can
hardly be a doubt that our unmarried females would, like the worker-bees, think it a sacred duty to kill
their brothers, and mothers would strive to kill their fertile daughters; and no one would think of
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Darwinists; as Jeff says, “This place is just like an enormous anthill—you know an
anthill is nothing but a nursery. And how about bees? Don’t they manage to cooperate
and love one another?” (Gilman, Herland 93). By constructing their civilization as
cooperative rather than a competitive, Herlanders are able to live more happily than
Ourlanders do, and grounding the explanation for this civilization in natural terms allows
Gilman to push back against Darwinist assumptions about the “natural” qualities of
women, which the men, representing Ourlanders and patriarchy, initially accept:
“They would fight among themselves,” Terry insisted. “Women always
do. We mustn’t look to find any sort of order and organization.”
“You’re dead wrong,” Jeff told him. “It will be like a nunnery under an
abbess—a peaceful, harmonious sisterhood.”
I snorted derision at this idea.
“Nuns, indeed! Your peaceful sisterhoods were all celibate, Jeff, and
under vows of obedience. These are just women, and mothers, and where
there’s motherhood you don’t find sisterhood—not much.” (Gilman,
Herland 39-40)
Instead of Terry’s Darwinian assumptions about competition holding true, however,
Herland demonstrates clearly, as Jeff says, that “women are the natural cooperators, not
men!” (Gilman 93). It is not only these assumptions about natural selection that Gilman
refutes, though; she also takes up Darwin’s work on sexual selection as fundamentally
more important to civilization, or at least more political useful. Jeff’s claim that women
interfering” (Darwin, Descent 1871 73). Even if Darwin’s description of the bee hive is slightly less friendly
than Jeff’s, the explicit comparison between bees and human beings undermines essentialist notions of
“civilized” human behavior. If human behavior can be altered through changes in rearing, as Darwin posits
here and as the Herlanders demonstrate by their existence, then men and women can be raised to treat
each other as equals.
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are the natural cooperators is actually implicit in Darwin’s definition of sexual selection:
sexual selection “depends, not on a struggle for existence in relation to other organic
beings or to external conditions, but on a struggle between the individuals of one sex,
generally the males” (Darwin, Origin 1872 69 emphasis mine). Furthermore, Darwin
places emphasis on the “special weapons, confined to the male sex” (as in the horns of
the stag and the spurs of the cock) that are the basis of male-to-male combat, and “A
hornless stag or spurless cock would have a poor chance of leaving numerous offspring”
(Darwin, Origin 1872 69). But in terms of Herland, this definition is revealed as an
extreme—and thus not a universally necessary condition—by the particular cultural
attitudes of the Herlanders.
Darwin’s Descent of Man posits that civilization means improvements in sexual
selection: “With respect to the opposite form of selection, namely of the more attractive
men by the women, although in civilised nations women have free or almost free choice,
which is not the case with barbarous races, yet their choice is largely influenced by the
social position and wealth of the men.” Gilman’s theory of “sexuo-economic relation,”
by contrast, demonstrates that the cultural construction of sexual selection in civilized
nations has created “excessive sex-distinction” and warped the selected outcome for the
worse (Gilman, Women 46). She therefore holds that free female choice is the more
natural condition, making it better for civilization as a whole. In order to demonstrate the
efficacy of female choice over male choice, she imbues the men of Herland, Terry
especially, with all of the masculine assumptions about sex that, for her, violate the core
tenets of Darwin’s sexual selection. As in The Bostonians, the work of sexual selection is
shown through the “civilized woman’s style of dress (often embellished with the plumes
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of birds)” (Bender, The Descent of Love: Darwin and the Theory of Sexual Selection in
American Fiction, 1871-1926 19). But where James analogizes the behavior of Verena to
male birds, Herland resists and satirizes this conflation of male and female behavior. This
reversal is made clear when the men ask the Herlanders if they wear feathers in their hats,
as Ourland women do:
While we were discussing birds, Terry asked them if they used feathers for
their hats, and they seemed amused at the idea. He made a few sketches of
our women’s hats, with plumes and quills and those various tickling things
that stick out so far; and they were eagerly interested, as at everything
about our women.
As for them, they said they only wore hats for shade when working in the
sun; and those were big light straw hats, something like those used in
China and Japan. In cold weather they wore caps or hoods.
“But for decorative purposes—don’t you think they would be becoming?”
pursued Terry, making as pretty a picture as he could of a lady with a
plumed hat.
They by no means agreed to that, asking quite simply if the men wore the
same kind. We hastened to assure her that they did not —drew for them
our kind of headgear.
“And do no men wear feathers in their hats?”
“Only Indians,” Jeff explained. “Savages, you know.” And he sketched a
war bonnet to show them.
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“And soldiers,” I added, drawing a military hat with plumes. (Gilman,
Herland 77)
That the men are quick to claim that they did not wear feathers in their caps (excepting
the exceptions, of course) is an attempt to disassociate themselves from the role of the
sexually pursued in Darwin’s formula. It is also vital that the male wearers of feathers be
immediately labelled as “savage” so that the men can maintain their belief in their own
civilized superiority. Though the inclusion of soldiers might seem to complicate this
feathers-savage connection, the subsequent critique of warfare in Ourland turns soldiers
into savages as well, and Terry’s delight in the possibility of World War 1 is clearly an
extension of his attempted rape of Alima.85 The conflation of savagery, warfare, and male
secondary sex characteristics functions to elevate women as the more peaceful sex due to
their natural refusal of the male combat that feathers represent.
This refusal is why the Herlanders “by no means agre[e]” that the feathers would
be fetching (Gilman, Herland 77). Instead of the Herlanders wearing the feathers of birds
to symbolize their participation in Darwin’s version of human sexual selection—with
women being the more decorated sex and therefore the sex chosen—the Herlanders find
the idea laughable. Their clothing is highly practical instead of ornamental, because they
do not rely on their clothing to attract a husband. By refusing to appropriate the special
weapons of male animals (such as the peacock’s large feathers)86 in order to compete for
the attention of a potential mate, the Herlanders symbolically become the hornless stag or
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“Terry was indeed determined to enlist, or join the service in some way, and they were glad to use him
and his aeroplane. This was not to be wondered at. If Terry had the defects of his qualities he also had the
qualities of his defects. . .” (Gilman, Ourland 73).
86
“And what on earth are you [Woman] doing with all these tail-feathers? Don’t you know that tailfeathers and manes and crests and wattles and all those decorative appendages are masculine sex
characteristics?” (Gilman, "Improving" 174).
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the spurless cock of Darwin’s definition, and so their “numerous offspring” violate
Darwin’s basic law. Parthenogenic childbirth and a lack of men have removed the
socially debilitating aspects of human sexual selection: “these ultra-women, inheriting
only from women, had eliminated not only certain masculine characteristics, which of
course we did not look for, but so much of what we had always thought essentially
feminine” (Gilman, Herland 84). The Herlanders have had the need for feathers and
antlers bred out of them; their “natural” symbols of a competitive outlook have vanished
over time. Women need not compete in Herland, and there are no men to compete in
Herland either; thus, the entire civilization progresses through cooperative work.
All of this does not mean that Herlanders do not engage in female choice,
however. From the instant that they see the men’s biplane flying over the country, they
realize that “This may be a chance to re-establish a bi-sexual state for our people,” and
they act accordingly, tellingly prepared to “Catch [the men] if possible; tame and train
them if necessary” (Gilman, Herland 112). The men may be used to restart the sexual
selection process among the Herlanders, but only on the women’s terms. Whatever
biological value the addition of men might have to the country at large, an untamable or
untrainable man is not worth the addition—and it is for this reason that so much time is
given over to studying the men before they are presented to the women. That this taming
and training is directly related to the sexual selection efforts of the women is clear from
the connection that it has to the men’s beards: “Being at last considered sufficiently
tamed and trained to be trusted with scissors, we barbered ourselves as best we could. A
close-trimmed beard is certainly more comfortable than a full one. Razors, naturally, they
could not supply” (Gilman, Herland 98 emphasis mine).
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In the same chapter, too, the vast scope of the Herlanders’ breeding ability is
revealed to the astonished men: “By the most prolonged and careful selection and
exclusion they had developed a race of cats that did not sing!” (Gilman, Herland 76). The
cats as bred in Herland make no noise, except for purring or “various mother-noises,”
rather than the yowling often associated with Ourland cats during breeding season; the
sexually selective call of the cats has come under complete control (Gilman, Herland 76).
The cats have been bred to not kill birds, and they are kept exclusively “to destroy mice
and moles and all such enemies of the food supply” within a total control over the species
that is maintained by keeping males and females separate, save for the once-yearly
breeding season (Gilman, Herland 76). The logistical difficulties of such a project are
suggested by the men’s astonishment, but Darwin’s The Variation of Animals and Plants
Under Domestication, which he cites directly many times in Descent, also lays out the
vast scope of such breeding:
Within the same country we do not meet with distinct races of the cat, as
we do of dogs and of most other domestic animals . . . The explanation
obviously is that, from their nocturnal and rambling habits, indiscriminate
crossing cannot without much trouble be prevented. Selection cannot be
brought into play to produce distinct breeds, or to keep those distinct
which have been imported from foreign lands. On the other hand, in
islands and in countries completely separated from each other, we meet
with breeds more or less distinct . . . (Darwin, Variation 45-46)87
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Darwin also writes of several New World breeds of dogs which have lost the ability to bark, just as the
Herlander cats no longer sing (Darwin, Variation 23).
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Echoing this Darwinism, the Herlanders are helped in their project by the isolated
geography which has also allows them to thrive without human invaders; furthermore,
the Herlanders’ absolute control of their country is made clear by the past destruction of
all wild and large domestic animals.88
In addition to demonstrating the Herlanders’ control, the discussion of cat
breeding fulfills several functions in the narrative: it gives the Herlanders an
understanding of “bi-sexual” races beyond insects and birds; it analogously demonstrate
the superior civilization Herland has to offer; and it connects for Gilman the deployment
of sexual selection with social improvement. It is not difficult to see the analogy between
the humans of Herland and the breeding program of cats, especially given that Terry is
quick to object to this treatment as “rather hard on Thomas” (Gilman, Herland 78). This
analogy would be obvious even if the chapter did not contrast the breeding ability of the
Herlanders with Ourland’s comparative failure with the breeding of dogs:
Then we explained that—well, that it wasn’t a question of fathers exactly;
that nobody wanted a—a mother dog; that, well, that practically all our
dogs were males—there was only a very small percentage of females
allowed to live.
Then Zava, observing Terry with her grave sweet smile, quoted back at
him: “Rather hard on Thomas, isn’t it? Do they enjoy it—living without
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“Have you no cattle—sheep—horses?” I drew some rough outlines of these beasts and showed them to
her.
“We had, in the very old days, these,” said Somel, and sketched with swift sure touches a sort of sheep or
llama, “and these”—dogs, of two or three kinds, “and that”—pointing to my absurd but recognizable
horse.
“What became of them?” asked Jeff.
“We do not want them anymore.” (Gilman, Herland 75 emphasis mine)
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mates? Are your dogs as uniformly healthy and sweet-tempered as our
cats?”
(Gilman, Herland 78)
The inverted ratios of the male to female animals between Herland and Ourland make the
contrast clear. But likewise, “that the dog, with us, is the most diseased of any animal—
next to man” demonstrates the vast gulf in Herland’s level of civilization compared to
Ourland (Gilman, Herland 78). The majority female cats are uniformly “healthy and
happy and friendly,” and Van has “never seen such cats, except in a few rare instances”
(Gilman, Herland 78). The majority male dogs in Ourland are often violent and diseased,
“And when Jeff told them of the effect of dogs on sidewalk merchandise and the streets
generally, they found it hard to believe. You see, their country was as neat as a Dutch
kitchen” (Gilman, Herland 80). For the Herlanders, after all, the male has a specific and
limited role to play, not being allowed free rein, and “fathers are few compared to the
mother,” a description that applies to the men and the women of the novel quite
consistently and transparently (Gilman, Herland 78).
Of course this discussion of cat breeding is centered on a control over sexuality
that is simply based on the nature of a breeding program. But what is striking is the way
that the analogy between animals and human beings, as Gilman develops it from Darwin,
touches on the two major poles of biopolitical governance that Foucault outlines:
medicine and hygiene. As Foucault writes, “when sexuality is undisciplined and
irregular,” it
has effects at two levels. . .the undisciplined body . . . is immediately
sanctioned by all the individual diseases that the sexual debauchee brings
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down upon himself . . . at the same time, debauched, perverted sexuality
has effects at the level of population, as anyone who has been sexually
debauched is assumed to have a heredity. (Foucault, Society 252)
Such an irregular sexuality might well include Gilman’s “excessive sex-distinction,” or
the idea that unnatural male choice in human society radically warped humanity’s ability
to function as a race (Women 46). In Herland, the excessive, undisciplined sex-function
of the dog or an Ourlander has the effect of increasing individual disease and builds a
population that is criminally violent, constitutionally badly tempered, and filthy. The
Herlander cat, meanwhile, is allowed to live a disciplined life (literally segregated just
like Foucault’s map of a plague town) and is therefore sweet-tempered, uniformly
healthy, and entirely productive and useful. The Herlander system is not the crude
eugenic breeding that characterizes “our” version (no drowning kittens, etc.) because it
functions with the logic that Foucault calls biopolitics. And this is the logic that lays the
foundation for the human breeding program that Ellador will propose for America in
Ourland. Hence the implications of substituting the breeding of cats for the control of
human population make those concerns central to the novel’s narrative. It is not an
accident that the chapter which outlines the breeding of cats is also the chapter which
outlines Herland’s history; we need to understand the Herlanders in relation to this
central human-animal analogy.
It is because the Herlanders have successfully bred cats to their specifications that
they realize the potentially valuable contributions of fatherhood. If we keep in mind that
the Herlanders select with great care the fathers of their cats, then their treatment of the
men as potential mates becomes quite telling. After months of being kept away from all

196
but the elderly women “Colonels” and the very young “kids,” symbolically becoming the
female virgins locked in the tower, the men’s behavior undergoes a marked shift. Before
discussing the cats and the history of Herland, the men ask where the Herlander men are,
and there is a clear moment of human sexual dimorphism when they draw attention to
their beards:
So there we sat, at ease; all in similar dress; our hair, by now, as long as
theirs, only our beards to distinguish us. We did not want those beards, but
had so far been unable to induce them to give us any cutting instruments.
“Ladies,” Terry began, out of a clear sky, as it were, “are there no men in
this country?”
“Men?” Somel answered. “Like you?”
“Yes, men,” Terry indicated his beard, and threw back his broad
shoulders. “Men, real men.” (Gilman, Herland 72-73)
As Bender argues (19), this insistence on facial hair is a clear sign of sexual selection’s
influence on courtship fiction. Manhood and facial hair are intertwined, since the men
have “only [their] beards to distinguish [them]” (Gilman, Herland 72). But this first
mention of the men’s beards reveals the discomfiture with being the decorated gender
that we likewise see in the conversation about feathers. The men are “men, real men,”
because they have beards, but they “did not want these beards” (Gilman, Herland 73).
To be sure, this attitude changes over the course of the novel; when the men are
finally allowed to meet with “The Girls of Herland,” as chapter eight is named, their
relationship to their beards becomes totally different:
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Terry, in particular, was fussy to a degree about the cut of his beard, and
so critical of our combined efforts, that we handed him the shears and told
him to please himself. We began to rather prize those beards of ours; they
were almost our sole distinction among those tall and sturdy women, with
their cropped hair and sexless costume. Being offered a wide selection of
garments, we had chosen according to our personal taste, and were
surprised to find, on meeting large audiences, that we were the most
highly decorated, especially Terry. (Gilman, Herland 108)
This sex distinction is emphasized by Jeff’s earlier observation “that he never before had
seen such complete absence of facial hair on women: ‘Looks to me as if the absence of
men made them more feminine in that regard, anyhow,’ he suggested” (Gilman, Herland
98). Not only do the women not dress in the masculine costume of feathered hats, but
they have entirely lost all facial hair. The men stand out with their secondary sex
characteristics, initially resisting them, but they embrace them at the moment at which
they wish to attract the attention of the women. They thus become “the most highly
decorated” people in and amongst the large audience of women, who remain on outward
appearance “sexless,” lacking the feathers and facial hair of the more decorated Ourland
women (Gilman, Herland 108). That Terry is singled out as particularly fussy and
especially decorated points to the heightened nature of his traditional masculinity, which
has assumed “that pretty women were just so much game and homely ones not worth
considering” (Gilman, Herland 40). In essence, the Herlanders’ treatment of the men,
mirroring the segregation of the male cats, has flipped the sexual selection game back to
what Darwin finds in non-human animals. The action of the novel re-tames and retrains
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the men to a sexual selection more in keeping with female choice. The women then make
a free choice between the three men:
Jeff had a following, if I may call it that, of the more sentimental—though
that’s not the word I want. The less practical, perhaps; the girls who were
artists of some sort, ethicists, teachers—that kind.
Terry was reduced to a rather combative group: keen, logical, inquiring
minds, not overly sensitive, the very kind he liked least; while, as for
me—I became quite cocky over my general popularity. (Gilman, Herland
111)
The young women gravitate to each of the men whom they like best and to whom they
are most like: the less practical to the gallant, “rose-colored” Jeff; the most combative to
the “man’s man” Terry; and the vast majority to Van in the “middle ground,” because he
“seem[s] more like [them]” than the other men (Gilman, Herland 40-41, 113). 89 Herland
is offering women a total, free choice of the men who suit their purpose (that is, healthy
procreation) best, and at the same time the women choose the men most like them and
therefore most likely to mesh together as happy couples. The female choice mechanism is
underscored by the fact that Terry, the one least amenable to relinquishing his Ourlander
male prerogative, is also the one least satisfied with the women who choose him, thinking
that the Herlanders are “Nothing but boys” (Gilman, Herland 111). Of course, they are
not boys; they are women exercising what Terry views as a solely male right of choice.

89

“We can quite see that we do not seem like—women—to you. Of course, in a bi-sexual race the
distinctive feature of each sex must be intensified. But surely there are characteristics enough which
belong to People, aren’t there? That’s what I mean about you being more like us—more like People. We
feel at ease with you” (Gilman, Herland 113).
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The Herlanders’ free choice of the men is a bi-sexual version of their own
indigenous contraceptive practice. The women are culturally induced to limit their
childbearing to the most socially beneficial times; “when that deep inner demand for a
child began to be felt she would deliberately engage in the most active work, physical and
mental; and even more important, would solace her longing by the direct care and service
of the babies we already had” (Gilman, Herland 96). In this manner, the women are able
to defer or avoid parthenogenesis in order to keep the population from overwhelming
their food resources. But what is most beneficial for this system is the limit on children,
with the vast majority limited to one and occasionally exceptional women allowed two,
rather than the five children biologically possible. This scheme forces their “mother love”
into “more than one channel for expression” (Gilman, Herland 97). Their motherhood
extends not only to their own babies, but to the babies of all other Herlanders because
they each have more love than children. And it is through their application of this extra
mother love that the eugenic improvement of the Herlander race is accomplished; by
becoming the “ants and bees” who consider all children “our children,” the Herlanders
perfect “physiology, hygiene, sanitation, physical culture” to the extent that medical
science becomes a lost – because it has become an unnecessary -- art (Gilman, Herland
97 emphasis original).
What is more, in order to keep the standards of perfection high, any Herlander
that exhibits atavistic traits are strongly discouraged from bearing any children at all.
Thus not only is Herlander sexuality totally subsumed in procreative motherhood; it is
likewise subsumed utterly by the needs and desires of the State. The vast majority of
women give birth only to improve the whole of the country, meaning that the continuance
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of the race is purely a function of biopolitical logic. Mothers becomes “Conscious
Makers of People” by becoming biopolitical; the “helpless, involuntary fecundity” that
marks Ourland women’s sexuality is transformed into a phenomenon that functions
(almost) purely at the level of population (Gilman, Herland 94). Motherhood has ceased
to be an individualizing, disciplinary technique of governing women. When an inferior
Herlander cannot be induced to avoid bearing a child, the child is given over to other
mothers to educate. In fact, such a system is in place for all the Herlanders; a Herlander is
not allowed to rear her own children “unless she was fit for that supreme task” (Gilman,
Herland 107). Removing children from their parents to be raised in a communal setting is
actually quite common in utopian fiction; in the country of Lilliput in Gulliver’s Travels,
for example, noble children’s nurseries “are provided with Grave and Learned
Professors” and “Their Parents are suffered to see them only twice a Year; the Visit is to
last but an hour” (Swift 50-51).90 The Herlanders never separate the children from their
mothers to this extent, but they do insist that the rearing and education of children be
done by those most competent at the task. Additionally, because the Herlanders are all
essentially sisters, their children are simultaneously removed from the family unit and
more deeply embedded within it, because while their mothers may not rear them, their
mothers’ sisters do. Gilman, like Swift, is directing her satire “of contemporary society
from the seemingly safe harbor of an imaginary land” in order to challenge essentialist
assumptions about women and motherhood (Novak 29). When Van objects to the idea
that a mother might not be suited to raising her own children, Somel asks him if he
thought a mother’s love might qualify her to perform dentistry:
90

It is also worth remembering in this context that Swift believed men and women to be intellectually
equal, and, in Lilliput, Gulliver did not “perceive any Difference in their Education, made by their
Difference of Sex” (Swift 51, 51n.4).
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“You told us about your dentists,” she said, at length, “those quaintly
specialized persons who spend their lives filling little holes in other
persons’ teeth—even in children’s teeth sometimes.”
“Yes?” I said, not getting her drift.
“Does mother-love urge mothers—with you—to fill their own children’s
teeth? Or to wish to?” (Gilman, Herland 108)
Of course, the answer is no. Where Swift devalues the parent-child connection by
severing it, moreover, Gilman at once insists on the necessary value of motherhood as
labor and offers women who do not wish to perform that labor an opportunity to forego
it. After all, just as not every human need be a dentist (or a learned and grave professor),
not every woman needs to choose to bear children.
Each child has a birth mother alongside many rearing mothers; the mothering
instinct which is individualized under the home and the family systems in Ourland is
allowed to flow “out in a strong, wide current, unbroken through the generations,
deepening and widening through the years, including every child in all the land”
(Gilman, Herland 118 emphasis mine). And since each Herlander comes from the same
unbroken lineage of mothering, that feeling logically spreads to all of the adults in
Herland as well. Because they have “a dominant thought of building up a great race
through the children,” the Herlanders approach the possibility of fatherhood with the
same eugenic impulse that otherwise dictates their procreation (Gilman, Herland 118).
Aside from practicing negative eugenics by decreasing the fertility of every woman in
order to rein in their total population, the Herlanders participate in what Francis Galton,
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the coiner of the term “eugenics” in 1883, would have recognized as his own schema for
racial improvement:
I hence conclude that the improvement of the breed of mankind is no
insuperable difficulty. If everybody were to agree on the improvement of
the race of man being a matter of the very utmost importance, and if the
theory of hereditary transmission of qualities of men were as thoroughly
understood as is the case of our domestic animals, I see no absurdity in
supposing that, in some way or other, the improvement would be carried
into effect. (Galton, qtd in Bulmer 81)
Following this logic, the Herlanders’ dominant thought of reaching racial perfection, their
parthenogenic heredity, and their highly developed education function together to
transmit the best qualities of their race to their children; as one Herlander puts it, “We are
at work, slowly and carefully, developing our whole people along these lines. It is
glorious work—splendid! To see the thousands of babies improving, showing stronger
clearer minds, sweeter dispositions, higher capacities—don’t you find it so in your
country?” (Gilman, Herland 128). By encouraging exceptional Herlanders to bear two
children and atavistic, inferior Herlanders to bear none, they have over the course of
centuries maintained desirable qualities while suppressing or eliminating undesirable
ones. Such a scheme again mirrors what Galton envisioned as eugenic practice: “Any
agency, however indirect, that would somewhat hasten the marriages in [the superior]
caste A, and retard those in [the inferior] caste B, would result in a larger proportion of
children being born to A than to B, and would end by wholly eliminating B, and
replacing it by A” (qtd in Bulmer 80-81). Nevertheless, the Herlanders agree with the
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men that “there was more chance of improvement in greater physical variation” and are
eager to introduce fatherhood as a potential source for additional improving qualities
(Gilman, Herland 103). As with Galton, this eagerness is in part due to their success with
domestic animal breeding, which has through careful selection and exclusion bred their
cats. Thus they are constantly learning about the men throughout the novel as a way of
gaging their eugenic fitness.
The question of fitness is asked most dramatically in Herland by Terry’s
attempted rape of his Herlander wife Alima. As the Herlanders have lived for two
thousand years without being “a bi-sexual race,” they have no sense of sex for its own
pleasure; their sexuality is entirely for the good of Herland (Gilman, Herland 81). What
the men assume to be natural—that they are “male creature[s] whose desires quite ignore
parentage and seek only for what [they] euphoniously term ‘the joys of love’”—“seems
so against nature!” to Ellador and the other women (Gilman, Herland 156-157). What is
more, they have no sense of marriage or wifehood, no idea of what a “home” is: “‘The
only thing they can think of about a man is fatherhood!’ said Terry in high scorn.
‘Fatherhood! As if a man was always wanting to be a father!’” (Gilman, Herland 143).
This exclamation, of course, plays up the irony of Darwin’s analogizing humans to
animals; for animals in Darwin, to have as many offspring as possible is the purpose of
sexual activity, whereas Terry is “always wanting” sex without fatherhood, and he grows
frustrated at the natural equality that the lack of sexual selection—and of sex for
pleasure—has created in the Herlanders:
These women, whose essential distinction of motherhood was the
dominant note of their whole culture, were strikingly deficient in what we
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call “femininity.” This led me very promptly to the conviction that those
“feminine charms” we are so fond of are not feminine at all, but mere
reflected masculinity—developed to please us because they had to please
us, and in no way essential to the real fulfillment of their great process.
(Gilman, Herland 85)
Because the women have no concept of the cultural conditions of Ourland, they have “not
the faintest idea of that ‘solitude a deux’ [that men/Ourlanders] are so fond of” (Gilman,
Herland 144).
For the Herlanders, “marriage” is what Darwin means by the term: the sex act
directed toward procreation, not for the enjoyment of it. This is a sharp distinction
between Herlander and Ourlander culture. While Van objects to the idea that human
beings are merely animals, saying that the sex act makes humans “something more—
something higher”91 (Gilman, Herland 156), Herlander culture makes motherhood, rather
than sex, the highest and noblest act:
Do not imagine that these young women utterly refused “the Great New
Hope,” as they called it, that of dual parentage. For that they had agreed to
marry us, though the marrying part of it was a concession to our prejudices
rather than theirs. To them the process was the holy thing—and they
meant to keep it holy. (Gilman, Herland 157)
Thus Terry’s “sacrilegious brutality,” though sympathetically understood by Van, is for
the Herlanders a grave crime (Gilman, Herland 157). The attempted rape is a crime not
because Terry might have hurt Alima; “all his strength was of small avail against those
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“[Sex] is a far nobler and more beautiful relation as I have explained before. Your view seems to us
rather—shall I say, practical? Prosaic? Merely a means to an end!” (Gilman, Herland 156)
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grim, quiet women” and “the women of Herland have no fear of men” (Gilman, Herland
153, 151). Instead, the Herlanders “measure the enormity of the offense by its effect upon
a possible fatherhood” (Gilman, Herland 151). Marital rape is a crime because it might
adversely affect Alima’s children; procreating with Terry might pollute Herland’s gene
pool. That this is the true nature of the crime is shown through the “punishment” that the
local Over Mother decides is appropriate for Terry’s crime: expulsion from Herland. He
is isolated from other people, just like a Herlander cat. His imprisonment is of the same
type as Thomas’s: for Terry, “[Van and Jeff] were allowed to visit him freely, but he had
only his room, and a small high-walled garden to walk in,” while Tom cats “live quite
happily in walled gardens and the houses of their friends” (Gilman, Herland 153, 78).
This is how the Herlanders treat those that they do not want to procreate; it is the same
negative eugenics that they use on Herlanders that we would call criminal:
“When we began—even with the start of one particularly noble mother—
we inherited the characteristics of a long race-record behind her. And they
cropped out from time to time—alarmingly. But it is—yes, quite six
hundred years since we have had what you call a ‘criminal.’
“We have, of course, made it our first business to train out, to breed out,
when possible, the lowest types.”
“Breed out?” I asked. “How could you—with parthenogenesis?”
“If the girl showing the bad qualities had still the power to appreciate
social duty, we appealed to her, by that, to renounce motherhood. Some of
the few worst types were, fortunately, unable to reproduce. But if the fault
was in a disproportionate egotism—then the girl was sure she had the right
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to have children, even that hers would be better than others.” (Gilman,
Herland 106-107)
As this passage shows, the Herlander method of dealing with criminality is to stop the
procreation of those with bad qualities by having them “renounce motherhood.” Such a
logic places criminality within the realms of the biological, just as Foucault argues in his
analysis of biopower.92 Terry’s brutality is dealt with by refusing to allow him to breed
further, and the method employed matches that of the breeding cats, precisely because he
is a male. This part of Herland also reflects the practices of Swift’s Lilliputians, who
“think nothing can be more unjust, than for People, in subservience to their own
Appetites, to bring Children into the World, and leave the Burthen of supporting them on
the Publick” (Swift 52 emphasis mine). Terry’s unwillingness to refrain from his own
appetites places a burden on the State, just as Ourland’s unwillingness to keep both its
men and its dogs from pursuing sexual pleasure degrades civilization.
However, the Herlanders’ technique of negative eugenics is not about killing the
less fit examples of a population; it is about stopping the “wrong” kind of pregnancy
before it happens.93 Thus, the Herlanders do not limit cat population by drowning kittens;
when the men explain about milking cows for food, the Herlanders ask “Is there milk for
the calf and you, too?” In addition, on asking for further explanation, “They heard it out,
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“But at the same time, debauched perverted sexuality has effects at the level of population, as anyone
who has been sexually debauched is assumed to have a heredity. Their descendants will also be affected
for generations, unto the seventh generation and unto the seventh of the seventh and so on. This is the
theory of degeneracy. . .” (Foucault 252).
93
“We were living on rations before we worked it out,” she said. “But we did work it out. You see, before
a child comes to one of us there is a period of utter exaltation—the whole being is uplifted and filled with
a concentrated desire for that child. We learned to look forward to that period with the greatest caution.
Often our young women, those to whom motherhood had not yet come, would voluntarily defer it. When
that deep inner demand for a child began to be felt she would deliberately engage in the most active
work, physical and mental; and even more important, would solace her longing by the direct care and
service of the babies we already had.” (Gilman, Herland 96)
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looking very white, and presently begged to be excused.” Moreover, when Van asks one
of the Herlanders if they destroy unborn human children, “The look of ghastly horror she
gave me I shall never forget. . . ‘Destroy the unborn—!’ she said in a hard whisper. ‘Do
men do that in your country?’” (Gilman, Herland 76, 95). Though this idea about
abortion might seem contrary to feminist politics post-Roe v Wade, the implication that
unwanted pregnancy is something forced on women by men comports with Gilman’s
politics, which insists on voluntary motherhood. In essence, so long as women must
satisfy men’s outsize sexual desires (those “joys of love” that Van is too embarrassed to
name aloud), unwanted pregnancy is a violence done to women by men. Terry cannot be
allowed to remain in Herland because he has demonstrated that he is not only poor father
material, but also that he cannot or will not control his desire to have sex for pleasure.
In this sense, his attempted rape of Alima, which he explicitly justifies by saying
“There never was a woman yet that did not enjoy being mastered,” is about removing
Alima’s power to choose when and with whom she will procreate (Gilman, Herland
149). The essence of both population control and population improvement in Herland lies
in giving women their choice. In addition, even though Van is somewhat sympathetic
toward Terry,94 his subsequent trip to Ourland with Ellador makes a rather pointed
observation about chastity: “I urged, as genuinely as I could, the collateral value and uses
of sex indulgence; not the common theories of “necessity,” which any well-trained
athlete can deny” (Gilman, Ourland 186 emphasis mine). Terry’s exhortations that the
Herlanders “were incapable of understanding a man’s needs, a man’s desires, a man’s
94

Speaking with Ellador about Terry, Van says “‘Oh, come, [crime]’s a pretty hard word for it. After all,
Alima was his wife, you know,’ I urged, feeling at the moment a sudden burst of sympathy for poor Terry.
For a man of his temperament—and habits—it must have been an unbearable situation” (Gilman, Herland
156). Even this sympathy, however, recognizes that Terry’s behavior is better understood as a habit based
on temperament than the biological “need” that Terry calls it.
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point of view,” while certainly accurate, collapse under the reality that men’s desire for
sex is not a “necessity,” only a “habit” which can be overcome, as Van overcomes them
as a condition of exploring the world with Ellador: “I’d rather have you, Ellador, than all
the children[/sex] in the world. I’d rather have you with me—on your own terms—than
not to have you” (Gilman, Herland 158 emphasis mine). In essence, men’s need and
desire for sex mirrors the Herlanders’ desire for motherhood, and its social acceptability
is dependent on limiting the procreation of subsequent children. The problems of
civilization are manageable, perhaps even eliminable, if only human beings actively think
about their procreation rather than allowing their children to compete with each other for
survival. The sexual selection game is necessary for the progress of civilization, and that
progress is contingent on women being allowed to decide when and with whom to have
children. It is for this reason that Terry must be ejected from Herland while Van and Jeff
may be allowed to stay. But it is also for this reason that the Herlanders’ solution to
Ourland’s social problems is to import a eugenics rooted in an agenda of biopolitics.

State Racism in Ourland
Writing a direct sequel to Herland not only gives Gilman a platform to discuss the
contemporary political scene; it also reveals aspects of Herlander political logic that
might otherwise have gone unnoticed. The comparison between Herland and Ourland that
the reader makes alongside Van becomes more pronounced when Ellador is forced to
contend with the “real world” during World War I for most of With Her In Ourland.
Unfortunately, this comparison reveals a basic racist assumption embedded in the
political thought of Herland which cannot be as easily set aside, as Mary Jo Deegan
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would have it. Rather than containing “occasional imperfections,” Ourland must be
understood as relying on what Deegan calls “a few (and it really is only a few)
ethnocentric lapses” (6), not as lapses, but as concerns endemic to the novel’s politics and
thought. Even as Maureen Egan calls Gilman’s contribution to feminist thought “original
and powerful” (118), it fundamentally develops along biopolitical lines and necessarily
derides people on the basis of immutable characteristics, often using race to indicate
unfitness.
Ellador’s biopolitical stance in Ourland is underscored by her contrast with her
now-husband Van. Largely converted to the Herlander cause and way of thinking, Van
nevertheless remains deeply embedded in the cultural assumptions of Ourland. As a
sociologist, Van offers Ellador the scientific understanding of social dynamics prevalent
in the Ourland of Gilman’s time even as he also defers to her expertise throughout the
novel, in effect ceding authority to her “diagnosis” of “the case,” often asking for a
“prescription” by “Mrs Doctor” Ellador (Gilman, Ourland 115-116, 121). But Ellador is
not so embedded. In her, to be sure, we can see shades of Mina Harker and Dr Prance: a
globe-trotting consumer and organizer of vast swaths of information, now embodied in a
female doctor.95 In addition, though, Herland’s system of education has so revolutionized
the human mind that Ellador can perform feats of information retrieval that far outstrip
any shorthand-writing secretary; likewise, the dual callings of Motherhood and
Democracy instilled in Herland push Ellador towards an active politics far beyond
James’s uninvolved lady doctor. In this sense, we can understand her work as “the
combination of medicine and hygiene” that Foucault locates as a major element of
nineteenth century biopower, now carried into the early twentieth century (252). Van
95

X Human Being makes the case of female doctors in Charlotte Perkins Gilman.
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makes just such an observation as Ellador diagnoses America: “I’m just a doctor, a
hygienist, an investigator. You’re another—a bigger one” (Gilman, Ourland 112). This
stance makes Ellador the most biopolitical character in this survey, and her central role in
Ourland, after being largely marginal in Herland, leads to a biopolitical solution to the
political problems of Gilman’s contemporaries. She offers this solution directly to the
reader, taking whole chapters to expound on her diagnosis in much the same way that the
peoples Gulliver meets explain their worlds to him.
Fundamentally, the problem that Ellador sees in the American project is one of
ethnic racism.96 But her solution to that problem is state racism in the Foucauldian sense.
Foucault articulates an important distinction between the two. “Traditional” ethnic
racism, Foucault writes, is “mutual contempt or hatred between races” or “a sort of
ideological operation that allows States, or a class, to displace the hostility that is directed
toward [them], or which is tormenting the social body, onto a mythical adversary,” while
state racism is “the basic mechanism of power, as it is exercised in modern States,”
which is “the break between what must live and what must die” and “a biological-type
relationship” between members of the population: “‘the more inferior species die out, the
more abnormal individuals are eliminated, the fewer degenerates there will be in the
species as a whole and the more I—as a species rather than an individual—can live’”
(Foucault, Society 258). As Van notes, Ellador is thoroughly unfamiliar with traditional
ethnic racism, because “her civilization was one and indivisible; in her country the
96

It is worth remembering that racism and sexism are fundamentally bound together in a Darwinian view
of the world. Gillian Beer reminds us of “Darwin’s view in The Descent of Man that women are parallel on
the scale of development with a less developed race, inevitably lagging behind European manhood” (206).
In some real sense in Victorian biological science, women are considered a separate race from men in the
same way that black people are separate from white people. Ellador’s diagnosis slides between unequal
treatment between races and between sexes even as she reinforces racial hierarchies because she
maintains that there are inherent, essentialist differences based on individuals’ biological makeup.
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women and children lived as mothers, daughters, sisters” without the epistemological
category of race (Gilman, Ourland 96). The Herlanders are all “Aryan stock,” as far as
Van can tell (Gilman, Herland 80); what differences in skin color exist are minor and
hold no importance in the face of every Herlander having descended from a single
mother. As such, Ellador claims to have no racial prejudice at all and finds Ourland
racism ridiculous:
“Please understand,” she urged gently. “I am not looking down on one
kind of people because they are different from others. I like them all. I
think your prejudice against the black is silly, wicked, and—hypocritical.
You have no idea how ridiculous it looks, to an outsider, to hear your
Southern enthusiasts raving about the horrors of ‘miscegenation’ and then
to count the mulattos, quadroons, octoroons and all the successive shades
by which the black race becomes white before their eyes. Or to see them
shudder at ‘social equality’ while the babies are nourished by black
breasts, and cared for in their most impressionable years by black nurses—
their children!”
She stopped at that, turned away from me and walked to the opposite
window, where she stood for some time with her hands clenched and her
shoulders heaving. (Gilman, Ourland 120 emphasis orig).
Ellador is additionally horrified at Native American genocide and decries the Chinese
Exclusion acts as she diagnoses America; Van, as an enlightened sociologist, agrees with
her assessment that racism is fundamentally bad for the United States. Ellador’s position
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as alien watcher “as if she came from Mars” allows her to see the logical gaps in racist
attitudes and explode them for the reader (Gilman, Ourland 87).
However, because she is herself coming to Ourland with “her own country at the
forefront of her mind,” she misses the gaps within her own worldview (Gilman, Ourland
87). It is difficult not to read the final line of her complaint, “cared for in their most
impressionable years by black nurses—their children!” as anything but Ellador’s own
discomfiture with black women (Gilman, Ourland 120 emphasis original). In Herlander
logic, the idea of leaving the raising of children to anyone considered in any way “unfit”
is anathema. Where the Southern racists hold animus toward black women due to their
skin color, Ellador herself seems to hold animus toward these black nurses who care for
these “impressionable” children for being less-than-suited to the task. To a Herlander, the
raising of children is only done by the women who are best at it, whereas in Ourland the
duties of raising the majority of children is left to those women on the low levels of the
racial hierarchy, to those without special training in childrearing other than what comes
haphazardly from personal experience. Because the purpose in Herland is to continually
improve the human race through negative eugenics—negative in the sense of excluding
certain Ourlander elements of breeding—the idea of handing over babies of the high class
to the low class (black women in the South, but servant women in every context) is
wrong-headed to her, because the best mothers in Herland are the closest thing that they
have to an aristocratic class. So, while it might be argued that Ellador is here upset with
the cultural conditions that devalue motherhood and which give the labor over to the
poorest and most marginalized, her emotional responses to this issue—laughing at the
Southern enthusiast while “she stood for some time with her hands clenched and her
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shoulders heaving” at the thought of black nurses and white children (Gilman, Ourland
120)—directs her ire at the people least able to control social mores.
It is difficult not to read her response as coming from a high social position
targeting a low one, and the fact that she never seems to speak directly with black (or
many non-white) people in the novel only adds to this effect. Concurrently, though, she
makes it clear that she finds the logic underlying American racism to be ridiculous and
carefully deflates the arguments of the Southern racist for Gilman’s readers. When
presented arguments from a Southern sociologist on “race conflict,” on “the innate
laziness of the negro race, their inborn objection to work, their ineducability” and on “his
deepest horror . . . ‘miscegenation’,” Ellador quickly responds to undermine the racial
assumptions of the audience:97
“But,” she said, “I do not understand, yet. If negroes can not or will not
work, why was one worth a thousand dollars? And how could the owners
have accumulated wealth from their inefficiency? If they could not learn
anything, why was it necessary to make laws forbidding their education;
and if there is this insuperable antipathy separating the races, why are the
laws against miscegenation needed?”
. . .he insisted rather stormily that there was this deep-seated antipathy,
and that every Southerner, at least, knew it.
“At what age does it begin?”
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This style of questioning follows the pattern established while the men visited Herland: “I wish I could
represent the kind, quiet, steady, ingenious way they questioned us. It was not just curiosity—they
weren’t a bit more curious about us than we were about them, if as much. But they were bent on
understanding our kind of civilization, and their lines of interrogation would gradually surround us and
drive us in till we found ourselves up against some admissions we did not want to make” (Gilman, Herland
77).
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. . . “I have seen the Southern babies clinging to their black nurses most
affectionately. At what age does the antipathy begin?”. . .
“And your millions of mulattos—they appear, not only against the law,
but against this insuperable antipathy?” (Gilman, Ourland 160)
These questions function rhetorically, in the sense that, while Ellador is quoted directly,
the Southern white men she asks these questions of are merely paraphrased. These
questions also function satirically and recall the Lilliputian sectarian conflicts in
Gulliver’s Travels between the Tramecksan, who wear high heels, and the Slamecksan,
who wear low heels, and between the Little-Endians and the Big-Endians, who differ
violently on the basis of which end they break open boiled eggs.
These factions function as Swift’s allegorical treatment of religious conflicts, both
within England and between England and France. His chapter describing them is a
satirical effort to shrink their importance, to reduce religious difference to conflicts of
fashion, which create real dissension only because of the outsized importance the
Lilliputians place on surface differences. Gulliver makes this point clear by confiding to
the reader that, while the Lilliputian religion commands “That all true believers shall
break their Eggs at the convenient End,” which end, big or little, is most convenient
“seems, in [Gulliver’s] humble Opinion, to be left to every Man’s conscience, or at least
in the power of the Chief Magistrate to determine” (Swift 41). Swift’s reader is meant to
take this political allegory as fundamentally ridiculous, as the questions at issue are so
trivial and the distinctions between these factions are so slight that they cannot be taken
seriously as worthwhile cause for war and should instead be left up to individual
discretion, or at most the determination of the legal system. Gilman is attempting to
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convince her reader that the basis for racial discrimination is likewise trivial, based not in
natural law but in learned antipathy. Where she differs from Swift is in her discourse.
Gulliver paraphrases a Lilliputian explaining the conflicts without commenting on them
beyond his humble opinion quoted above. Van likewise paraphrases the Southern racist,
but Ellador is quoted directly, which allows her to undermine the Southerner’s prejudices.
This difference allows Gilman to make a pointed political statement about racism,
whereas Swift disguises the conflicts he is satirizing, at least somewhat, because his
political position is that the religious sectarianism should itself fade into obscurity.
Ellador’s response to the Southerner is quoted directly because, rather than attempting to
trivialize racial conflict as meaningless, Gilman is attempting to win the reader over to
her more clearly articulated side. The Southern racist has no answer to Ellador’s
questions, because of course there is no valid answer. There is no insurmountable
antipathy between races save that which is culturally constructed; nor are black people
unwilling to work; nor are they incapable of learning. The evidence in opposition to this
Southern sociologist’s supposedly scientific argument is obvious and overwhelming: the
mere existence of Southern slave codes forbidding specific conduct means that that
conduct must be possible. Miscegenation in Ourland, then, is more than possible;
according to Ellador’s research, it is inevitable, and that suggestion shifts the whole
discourse in another direction:
“About ten million negroes, counting all the mullatos, quadroons,
octoroons, and so on, to about ninety million whites,” she said.
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“As a mere matter of interbreeding, following the previous habits of the
white men, it could be worked out mathematically—how long it would
take to eliminate the negro, I mean.” (Gilman, Ourland 161)
This observation, coming only a page after Ellador’s questioning of the Southern racist,
demarcates her position in opposition to his; however, this aspect of Ellador’s diagnosis
has a deeper connection to the assumptions made in Herland. As we have seen, Herland
runs on the logic of eugenics, utterly focused on improving the race at every opportunity;
their high level of civilization is the result of two thousand years of careful administration
of their parthenogenic sexuality. Ellador is used to thinking in terms of biological fitness,
and, as Van reveals to us in Herland, “Her mother was an over-mother—and her
grandmother, too, I heard later” (Gilman, Herland 114). Ellador is therefore the
Herlander equivalent of a high-caste woman, coming from a multi-generation line of
women called upon to make judgements in her own country. It is an over-mother who
decides that Terry must be ejected from Herland because of his unfitness as a father; it
therefore falls to Ellador, the heiress of that class, to act as an over-mother for all of
Ourland. It is for this reason that Ellador does not think in terms of racial animus, as the
Southern sociologist does. Rather, she thinks in terms of maintenance and elimination, or,
as Foucault puts it, “to make live or let die” (241).
Her solution to the problem that the African American represents is ultimately the
same as the solution to the management of Herland cat population: breeding, based on a
clear-eyed, scientific, sociological understanding of what it means to be African
American. She can work out mathematically how long it will take to “eliminate the
negro” based simply on the demographic data which she is constantly collecting—a
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scheme very like the demography which Foucault puts at the heart of biopolitical
governance. But even though the passage above might simply appear to function
according to the ethnically racist logic that Foucault associates with pre-nineteenth
century and pre-Darwinist attitudes, the immediate follow up moves Ellador into
biopolitics:
“But suppose there remains a group of negroes, that have race pride and
prefer to breed true to the stock,” I suggested. “What then?”
“If they are decent, orderly, and progressive, there is no problem, surely. It
is the degraded negro that is so feared. The answer to that is easy.
Compulsory and efficient education, suitable employment at fair wages,
under good conditions. . .” (Gilman, Ourland 161)
The problem is not blackness per se, according to Ellador; it is the “degraded” blackness,
the blackness that is not “decent, orderly, and progressive”; it is blackness which may be
cured through education, wages, and fair living conditions, and which may be judged by
its wealth, industry, professions, and arts. In essence, it is a blackness that cannot be
judged by blackness sine qua non; it is a blackness that may be divided into “normal” and
“abnormal” blackness. In Foucault’s terms, “the more inferior species” of black person
can be allowed to die out the more the species “can live, the stronger [the species] will
be, the more vigorous [the species] will be” (Foucault, Society 255). What is more, in
addition to the health and hygiene that biopolitics requires at its base, it is clear that the
mechanism for determining the less inferior black person will be sexual selection: as
Ellador asks the Southern racists: “why not leave [miscegenation] to the women?”
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(Gilman, Ourland 161). Female choice will filter out the abnormal from the normal if it is
allowed to function unimpeded by cultural mores.
Such a program of breeding is a refinement of eugenics far beyond what the
Herlanders have managed with their voiceless cats and well beyond what Darwin
imagined possible. This biopolitical judgement, which takes into account the
development of the population more than the welfare of the individual, is also present in
Ellador’s solution to the “Jewish Question”. If we can locate the African Americans who
are “decent, orderly, and progressive,” we can likewise conclude that “some of the
noblest people are Jews, some of the nicest” (Gilman, Ourland 161, 166). Nevertheless,
because Ellador is incapable of seeing Ourland outside of her own myopic and
fundamentally limited set of assumptions about human beings, she ends up dismissing
other value systems. Nowhere is this more clear than her diagnosis of Judaism:
“It looks to me as though your answer to the Jewish question was—leave
off being Jews. Is that it?”
“In a measure it is,” she said slowly. “They are world-people and can
enrich the world with their splendid traits. They will keep, of course, their
high race qualities, their special talents and virtues, by a chosen, not an
enforced, selection . . . What is the use of artificially maintaining
characteristics which the whole world dislikes, and then complaining of
race prejudice?” (Gilman, Ourland 166)
In Ellador’s estimation, the choice of Jewish people to maintain their ancient beliefs in a
tribal God is an “artificial selection” to maintain “the purity of their race” which leads to
“a sort of psychic inbreeding” (Gilman, Ourland 166, 164, 166). These cultural practices
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are not actually effective in maintaining race purity because “when people endeavor to
live in defiance of natural law, they are not as a rule very successful”; hence the
differences in hair and eye color between Spanish and German Jews (Gilman, Ourland
162-163).
By therefore arguing that Jews should work to eliminate their racial and cultural
qualities based on the preferences of other peoples, Ellador reifies the same racist animus
that she finds so ridiculous in the Southerner. The possibility that there exists, like the
hypothetically race-proud African American enclave, a Jewish racial character worthy of
similar pride is apparently unthinkable. Sexual selection, it turns out, gradually functions
as a form of State racism: the Jewish “high race qualities” which might “enrich” the
world will be allowed to flourish while those characteristics which the world “dislikes”
will be bred out of the Jewish—and all other—people (Gilman, Ourland 166). The only
thing that separates Gilman’s philosophy here from Nazism is the presumption that the
mechanism necessary for “answering” the “Jewish question” is sexual selection rather
than gas chambers; in this way, all Jews will eventually assimilate as they have done in
Spain and Germany if sexual selection as natural law, based now on female choice in
harmony with state planning, is allowed to function without cultural interference. This
comparison to Nazism is not a trivial one; as Foucault writes, “Nazism was the
paroxysmal development” of the techniques of biopolitics: “disciplinary power and
biopower: all this permeated, underpinned, Nazi society” (Foucault, Society 259). If
“everyone in the Nazi State had the power of life or death over his or her neighbors”
(Foucault, Society 259), a society in which the ability to breed children is determined at
every point by the natural mechanism of sexual selection becomes itself a government
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quite similar to Nazism, as one’s neighbors determine whether or not one is allowed to
bear children.98 Such is the case with the Jews in Ourland, who are allowed to breed only
for those racial characteristics “liked” by the rest of the world.
This prescription for the Jewish question is the consequence of Ellador falling into
the exact problem of Herlander philosophy that Van notes is the case with all other
human races: “each national group, each racial stock, assum[es] itself to be ‘the norm’ by
which to measure others” (Gilman, Ourland 96). Ellador cannot help but judge Ourland
as at variance with the norm of Herland, as she herself admits; thus, it is not surprising
that Ellador might allow implicit bias to affect her work, and of course that phrase “the
norm” is a foretelling of Foucault’s definition of biopolitics:
. . .there is one element that will circulate between the disciplinary and the
regulatory, which will also be applied to body and population alike, which
will make it possible to control both the disciplinary order of the body and
the aleatory events that occur in the biological multiplicity. The element
that circulates between the two is the norm. The norm is something that
can be applied to both a body that one wishes to discipline and a
population that one wishes to regularize. (Foucault, Society 252-253)
This definition suits, quite precisely, the norms of Herland: not the impossibility of a
community made up entirely of women, but a country where a woman has total control
over when and how she will have children, where women are equal participants in the
democratic process, and where the fundamental goal is a homogeneity of racial
98

We must acknowledge that the “negative eugenics” of the Herlanders—that is, the denial of the right to
bear children—is equivalent to the other forms of indirect killing that Foucault outlines: “When I say
‘killing,’ I obviously do not mean simply murder as such, but also every form of indirect murder: the fact of
exposing someone to death, increasing the risk of death for some people, or, quite simply, political death,
expulsion, rejection, and so on” (256).
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characteristics, based on what is considered the most useful for the continuance of the
State. Herland functions entirely on the basis of such norms; those people who are
abnormal are refused the right to breed (as Terry is) in order that the population of the
country may become more like the level of perfection that the State constantly demands:
“Of course we have faults—all of us,” [Somel] said. “In one way you might say that we
have more than we used to—that is, our standard of perfection seems to get farther and
farther away. But we are not discouraged, because our records do show gain—
considerable gain” (Gilman, Herland 106).
Because Gilman makes these particular assumptions about human value in
explicitly biological terms, she is opposed to the multi-culturalism that is, at least in
theory, lauded by the American project. Her rejection of the “melting-pot” metaphor of
American society is fundamentally a biopolitical argument, because the capacity to
participate in democracy hinges on an in-built racial characteristic. Ellador argues that
“the poor and oppressed of all nations” that Mark Twain offered asylum to in America99
are in actuality “the most ill-sorted and unassimilable mass of human material” and so are
99

Though he does not explain its origin, Van explicitly marks this phrase as a quotation. It comes from
Twain’s essay “Disgraceful Persecution of a Boy” (1870), in which "a well-dressed boy, on his way to
Sunday school, was arrested and thrown into the city prison for stoning Chinamen" Twain’s sketch is a
diatribe against the racist unequal treatment of Chinese laborers in California (117). The full quote that
Van references reads thus: “It was in this way that the boy found out that the Legislature, being aware
that the Constitution has made America an asylum for the poor and the oppressed of all nations, and that
therefore the poor and oppressed who fly to our shelter must not be charged a disabling admission fee,
made a law that every Chinaman, upon landing, must be vaccinated upon the wharf, and pay to the
State's appointed officer ten dollars for the service, when there are plenty of doctors in San Francisco who
would be glad enough to do it for him for fifty cents” (Twain 118-119). The use of required vaccination for
entry in the United States is a biopolitical technique of power in as much as it is an attempt on paper to
reduce the spread of disease and, in this manner, avoid the plagues that biopolitical management takes
up a major concern. The fact that the Chinese immigrants are charged twenty times what the vaccine is
worth demonstrates the way that seemingly nonracist biopolitical edicts might nevertheless be deployed
for racists ends, in this case reducing the number of Chinese immigrants while encouraging the import of
white ones. Ellador is here refuting Twain’s satirical antiracism by arguing that immigrant groups ought to
be excluded from U.S. democracy because “it is the poor and oppressed that make monarchy and
despotism” in the same way that an apple tree bears apples (Gilman, Ourland 118-119).
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“not necessarily good stuff for democracy” (Gilman, Ourland 118). She underlines this
point with the same rhetorical questioning that she has deployed against the Southern
racist, asking “And do you think that you can put a little of everything into a melting-pot
and produce a good metal? Well-fused and flawless? Gold, silver, copper and iron, lead,
radium, pipe clay, coal dust and plain dirt?” (Gilman, Ourland 120). Thus human beings
are analogized to metals which have fixed, unmixable properties, and these metals are not
only placed in a clear hierarchy, but the metaphor of the melting-pot is exploded. The
biological characteristics of races (which we have seen elsewhere are cultural
constructions subject to change) become chemical properties of metals, fixing racial
characteristics as determined by in-built and unchangeable qualities. This biological
argumentation is further emphasized in Ellador’s major “prescription” for the “disease”
that America is facing. After full suffrage for all adults and a totalizing civic education in
democracy, she gives Van (and the American reader) a third component of the Herland
revolution:
“C. Careful analysis and reports on the diseases of democracy, with
applied remedies, and as careful study of the parasites affecting it—with
sharp and thorough treatment. Even this you are beginning.”
“A little severe on the parasites, aren’t you?” I asked.
“It is time you were severe on them, Van. I am no Buddhist—I’m a
forester. When I see trees attacked by vermin, I exterminate the vermin if I
can. My business it to raise wood, fruit, trees—not insects.” (Gilman,
Ourland 148)
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While Ellador does talk about the parasites to democracy as largely those who steal
public money and discusses corruption throughout the government as a major
impediment to the free exercise of democracy in the United States, this third prescription
for a healthier America is striking for three reasons. First, it is couched in biological
terms—literally in the terms of competing species. Since biopolitics is in essence the
propagation of once useful species over all the others, this metaphor gets to the heart of
Ellador’s understanding of the world. The shift in analogy from a doctor offering a
prescription to a forester exterminating insects in vermin makes it clear how Ellador
views all those less-than-fit members of the human species. This shift is also a clear shift
from the medical to the hygienic model of population health, the model Foucault has
identified as that of biopolitics.
Moreover, the word “parasites” here recalls Ellador’s reference to Gulliver and
the Lilliputians several chapters earlier:
“Here you are, a democracy—free—the power in the hands of the people.
You let that group of conservatives saddle you with a constitution which
has so interfered with free action that you’ve forgotten you had it. In this
ridiculous helplessness—like poor old Gulliver—bound by the
Lilliputians—you have sat open-eyed, not moving a finger, and allowed
individuals—mere private persons—to help themselves to the biggest,
richest, best things in the country. . .what can we think of a Democracy, a
huge, strong, young Democracy, allowing itself to become infested with
such parasites as these? Talk of blood-suckers! You have your oil-suckers
and coal-suckers, water-suckers and wood-suckers, railroad-suckers and
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farm-suckers—this splendid young country is crawling with them—and
has not the intelligence, the energy, to shake them off.”
“But most of us do not believe in Socialism, you see,” I protested.
(Gilman, Ourland 133-134)
This is not the only time that Ellador analogizes the population of the United States to a
single human figure. By appropriating Swift’s Gulliver as a symbol of a “the people” in
opposition to “individual” “Lilliputians,” “mere private persons” who nevertheless work
in concert to drain America dry of its resources, Ellador fundamentally embraces the
dichotomy between man-as-body and man-as-species that Foucault outlines as the very
essence of biopolitics (Foucault, Society 243). Gulliver’s massive size difference from
the Lilliputians, being equivalent to 1724 of them, makes him an ideal symbol for a large
population (Swift 37).100 But more than embracing that dichotomy, Ellador reveals her
allegiance to Gulliver in the analogy, in effect arguing for an active biopolitical
movement of the American people to shake off the “conservatives” which keep the
people from taking “free action” to rid themselves of disciplinary (and predatory)
capitalism. Van does not fail to make this connection; since Ellador very soon reveals the
extent of the problem, he objects that most Americans do not believe in socialism. Thus
Gulliver as an amalgamated figure of population, in opposition to the individualizing
capitalism, becomes at once biopolitical and socialist. This shift comports with what

100

Gulliver explains that this number is derived from the proportional difference between a Lilliputian and
a human, with the Lilliputian being one twelfth the size of a normal human, and 1724 being meant to be
twelve cubed (the actual amount of 12 * 12 *12 being 1728) (see Swift 37n.4). It is fitting for my argument
that Gulliver believes that by the exactitude of the figure, “the Reader may conceive an Idea of the
Ingenuity of that People, as well as the prudent and exact Oeconomy of so great a Prince” (Swift 37).
Oeconomy is of course an archaic spelling of economy, but would have meant to Swift something more
akin to the management or governance of a household or of a body (see OED entry for economy). Gulliver
even in Swift’s usage is positioned between the man-as-body and the man-as-species.
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Foucault argues, that “Socialism has made no critique of the theme of biopower [. . .]
Ultimately, the idea that the essential function of the society of the State [. . .] is to take
control of life, to manage it, to compensate for its aleatory nature, to explore and reduce
biological accidents and possibilities . . . it seems to me that socialism takes this over
wholesale” (Foucault, Society 261). Ellador’s embrace of Gulliver is therefore both an
escape from the debilitating, “blood-sucking” nature of capitalism and a reification of the
fetters of biopolitics.
Indeed, the logic does not stop there. In addition to the “parasites” of America’s
blood-sucking Lilliputians, it is almost inevitable to see her place the elimination of
vermin alongside the elimination of Jews and African Americans. This juxtaposition,
which might otherwise seem innocuous, is underlined by the analogy made throughout
the two novels between children and trees.101 The healthy growth of Herlander trees is
fundamentally tied to the health of the future generations that Herlanders are constantly
considering in their planning. Hence the health of the “productive” human race is
dependent on removing the non-productive races. That exclusion is clear from Ellador’s
response to the European forests: “Being by profession a forester, it was inevitable that
she should notice trees; and in Europe she found much to admire, though lamenting the
scarcity of food-bearing varieties” (Gilman, Ourland 91). The analogy between foodbearing trees and productive human beings could not be clearer; it also functions as a call
back to Van and Ellador’s courtship, which included the story of how she became a

101

Gulliver is himself just about the height of the tallest trees in Lilliput: “Their tallest Trees are about
seven foot high; I mean some of those in the great Royal Park, the Tops whereof I could but just reach
with my Fist clenched” (Swift 47).
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forester in the first place.102 Ellador’s power as a forester becomes the judgment of the
over-mother, which is the power of female choice in the sexual selection game now writ
large as a mechanism for the State control of an entire population.
Ourland ends in an inversion of Herland (and, in that sense, an inversion of
utopian fiction generally); Ellador and Van return to Herland so that they may finally
consummate their marriage and Ellador may bear the first man in Herland in two
thousand years. Not only has she fully converted Van to her biopolitical manner of
thinking (and, through Van, perhaps the reader too), she is ready to “begin a new kind of
men” in Herland (Gilman, Ourland 189). What is more, Ellador predicts that a new kind
of human being is possible even in Ourland:
“As soon as women take the right ground, the men will have to follow
suit,” she said, “as soon as women are free, independent and
conscientious. They have the power in their hands, by natural law.”
(Gilman, Ourland 187)
In other words, as soon as women become capable of enacting female choice, the men
will have to alter themselves along with them. In a Darwinian vision of evolution, it is
impossible for the world to work otherwise. By preparing the world for a new kind of
humanity, Gilman is attempting to set the stage for a free and equitable relationship
between men and women, enforced by sexual selection; it is only with the benefit of
102

“It was a butterfly that made me a forester,” said Ellador. “I was about eleven years old, and I found a
big purple-and-green butterfly on a low flower. I caught it, very carefully, by the closed wings, as I had
been told to do, and carried it to the nearest insect teacher”—I made a note there to ask her what on
earth an insect teacher was—“to ask her its name. She took it from me with a little cry of delight. ‘Oh, you
blessed child,’ she said. ‘Do you like obernuts?’ Of course I liked obernuts, and said so. It is our best foodnut, you know. ‘This is a female of the obernut moth,’ she told me. ‘They are almost gone. We have been
trying to exterminate them for centuries. If you had not caught this one, it might have laid eggs enough to
raise worms enough to destroy thousands of our nut trees—thousands of bushels of nuts—and make
years and years of trouble for us.’” (Gilman, Herland 123)
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seeing the world in the wake of World War II and the anti-Semitic holocaust that the
dangers of extending the State’s power of life and death to the entire population become
horrifyingly clear. A world permeated and underlined by sexual selection, as Gilman
renders it, is a world wherein the non-normative human beings (the tired and the
oppressed, the bits of humanity that are racialized by the state, even a democratic one, are
ultimately eliminated. And while it would be grossly inaccurate to lay the horrors of
Nazism at Gilman’s feet, it is still accurate to say that this biopolitical thinking that
allows white women to lead Gilman’s world is alarmingly close to the line of thinking
that led to the genocide of millions of people.
At the close of Ourland, Van and Ellador return to Herland, leaving behind Van’s
record of their experiences, including Ellador’s prescriptions for improving civilization
but excluding the location of the all-women country. Given this ending, it is not difficult
to see a parallel here with the ending of Dracula: the end of the adventure results in the
object that the reader is holding and with a promise of a new beginning in the form of a
son -- and perhaps even a new species (since some vampire blood survives in Mina’s
son). Even at this juncture, Gilman inverts Swift by allowing her traveler to return to the
mythical Eden instead of forever loitering in her horse stables; likewise, the misanthropy
that Gulliver learns from the Houyhnhnms does not touch the Herlanders, even as Ellador
brings news of Ourland’s barbarousness. Instead, Ellador prepares to raise her son, the
first Herlander male in millennia, as a “new kind of man,” integrating the high-level of
Herlander civilization with the eugenic biological potential that “bi-sexual” procreation
represents. No longer forced to rely exclusively on parthenogenesis, the Herlanders are
now free to apply the breeding ability honed on their cats fully to the human race.
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Ellador’s excitement at the prospect recalls her insistence that Ourland might improve
itself drastically over only three generations of careful planning. Read in this light, the
Herlanders are not that different from the Vril-ya in The Coming Race, preparing for the
day that they will leave their isolated paradise and remake the world in their own
image—with a major caveat. Instead of separating the male-dominated “real world” from
the female dominated utopia, as Tish’s narrative inevitably does, Ourland takes Ellador’s
pronouncements about sexual selection seriously: contact between cultures inevitably
leads to inter-breeding, and the breeding of feminists with men should, in the biological
schema offered up by Darwin, result in feminist sons. Even as Gilman offers up a
disturbingly prescient anti-Semitist program for the Jewish Problem, her solution for the
Woman Problem hinges on identical logic. Thus the Herland novels are an apotheosis of
my larger argument about First Wave Feminism: the logic that allows women access to
the political sphere leads to the biopolitical logic that devalues people of color. Through
this paradoxical move, freeing some while oppressing others, we can see not only how
power tends to function in liberal societies, but also the ways in which seemingly
feminist moves in governance have helped to reify the racist inequality which undergirds
modernity.
Herland and With Her In Ourland builds its women characters from elements also
common in the women of the earlier novels, such that an entire population of white
women may confidently assert their equality with men. This equality is, however,
demonstrated through a completely biopolitical sexuality, where all procreation is in total
service to the State. Women are empowered to destroy entire populations of people as a
final consequence of their female choice and are thus paradoxically the most effective
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propagators of life imaginable. Their eugenic and biopolitical view of human value sets
the stage for the genocidal logic that fueled the Nazi State and resulted in millions of
deaths—not only in terms of Jewish people lost in the camps, but in terms of people of
color the world over who are the victims of state racism.
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Epilogue
When Margaret Sanger severed her ties with the Socialist party for the purpose of
building an independent birth control campaign, she and her followers became
more susceptible than ever before to the anti-Black and anti-immigrant propaganda of the
times. Like their predecessors, who had been deceived by the “race suicide”
propaganda, the advocates of birth control began to embrace the prevailing racist
ideology. The fatal influence of the eugenics movement would soon destroy the
progressive potential of the birth control campaign.
—Angela Davis, Women, Race & Class (1983)
In some senses, this dissertation ends before it can be concluded. Even if, in
Ourland, Ellador notes that universal suffrage is becoming a reality, this study ends four
years before women have the right to vote in either the US or Britain. It ends several
decades before the horrors of the Nazi camps will make eugenics a taboo topic among
intellectuals (though, as Angela Davis points out, eugenics never really disappears). Even
discounting the increasing regulation and outlawing of contraception and abortion over
this study’s time frame, beginning with the Offences Against the Person Act 1861 in the
United Kingdom and the 1873 Comstock Law in the United States, it is still several
decades before women can file for divorce, own credit cards in their own name, or legally
stop their husbands from raping them. Whatever the First Wave Feminists may have
accomplished in asserting their equality under Darwinian laws of nature, they were no
closer to their emancipation at the end than Black people were during Jim Crow. Perhaps
they were no longer the same kind of slaves, but neither were they actually free in
practice.
In any case, the radical potential offered up by the novels of the period I have
studied does not seem to materialize in the first half of the twentieth century, even in
literature. Science fiction remains in very real ways afraid of powerful, sexually assertive
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women through the pulp Golden Age. Psychological realism remains fundamentally
invested in the individual psyche throughout Modernism and often marginalizes or
suppresses political investments, a la Ulysses and Mrs. Dalloway; even William
Faulkner’s political interventions are shallow compared to the social visions in the novels
I have examined. The Gothic reinvents itself again, as it always does, but its insistence on
cosmological horror in literature and reanimating classic monsters on film means that it
enters into a kind of political stasis until, roughly, the Civil Rights Era. Then, too, as the
imaginary journey turns space-ward, it remains limited in its exploration of truly new
modalities and possibilities of political organization. In some very real fashions, the
world becomes smaller and our potential for reinvention in scientific theory too remote,
too based in unalterable genetic codes, to be a useful site of liberation any longer. The
sexual anarchy of the end of the Victorian era becomes the nightmare nationalism of
Nazism and McCarthyism; the pendulum seems, in many ways, to swing back. The
biopolitical logic that propelled women out of the domestic space and into the political
sphere – the logic of the betterment of a whole civilization through sexual selection and
the biopolitics of reproduction -- becomes the logic that sends them back to their homes
and motherhood when the men return from war, not to re-emerge in numbers as a
political force until the Second Wave. It has been a similar logic that has established a
minimum wage as the amount that a single man might need to provide for a wife and
children, totally dependent on him and his labor to live. It is ultimately the same logic
behind sundown towns, the one-drop rule, and the grandfather clause.
The novelists I have studied—two quite obscure, one better known for other
novels, and one, ultimately, overshadowed by his vampire—offer us a window into the
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beginning of many of the problems that continue to plague our world nearly 150 years
after The Descent of Man and almost a century after women’s suffrage. What a close
examination of them offers us is a way of reckoning with the feminist origins of the
techniques of biopolitics which continue to shape our lives and our thinking, at times for
the better but often for the worse. As Foucault says of socialism, feminism has yet to
truly grapple with its investments in biopolitics, and until such a time as we face the
reality of such investments, until we can look back at these First Wave radical potentials
and their seemingly inevitable pitfalls, we will not be able to build a feminist society
which is not predicated on eugenic principles, a society which fulfills Ellador’s
prescription for happiness and freedom without reifying the racist, classist, and able-ist
hierarchies that have long maintained human inequalities.
Where this critical work might continue from this point is largely an open
question, though there remain some pockets of intellectual resistance even in the eugenic
and nationalist fallow period that follows the First Wave. Certainly the political
implications of Edith Wharton and Aldous Huxley’s satires of eugenics could provide
evidence for a worthy continuation of this study, where Foucauldian insights into
biopower might shed further light on how the paradox of feminist emancipation and
oppression operates. Were we to examine Wharton’s Twilight Sleep (1927) in light of this
dissertation, we would see clearly that idea of marriage comes into a new phase after
women gain the right to vote; the exchange of sex partners that happens in the novel, both
through divorce and infidelity, place men and women on more equitable footing in terms
of choosing when and with whom to have sex. Here men and women seem to pursue sex
partners with a rough parity of agency, although the medical procedure in the title finally
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undermines the seeming equivalence. Twilight sleep was a popular medical procedure by
the 1920s that suppressed pain and made women amnesic during childbirth, so in some
senses they appeared free from the labor associated with procreation. In return, however,
the medico-juridical apparatus of the state takes over that labor. Women’s unique
contribution to society—the mothering that Herlanders take for granted—becomes
something regulated and managed in a centralized manner rather than diffused
throughout the population. We can see this same impulse in Huxley’s Brave New World
(1931). The suppression of pain in Huxley’s future Britain and the freewheeling attitude
toward sex that artificial wombs and sterile women known as freemartins have created
de-emphasizes the individuality that Darwinian biology promises via sexual selection.
Through the Alpha-Plus conceit that “everyone belongs to everyone else” allows women
to enact female choice essentially unfettered, the emphasis that the World State places on
social stability diminishes the personal freedom that first wave feminists had been
fighting for. The biopolitical logic that the novelists in this study are developing is in
Huxley’s work the key to the shallow happiness of the upper classes, which depends on
eugenic procreation and locks society into racialized hierarchies. In the end, the radical
potential of female choice in Brave New World is completely undermined.
Disentangling feminist thought from biopolitical theory remains a major hurdle in
the formation of a truly intersectional feminism, for any vestige of biopolitics that
remains will continue to drive ideological wedges between those people most in need of
declaring solidarity with one another. This study, I hope, takes a further step in
understanding the potential offered up by feminist and evolutionary thought in the late
Victorian period. Even if that kind of thinking becomes inevitably biopolitical,
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understanding how this came to be so might allow us to understand how we might better
strive for liberation. As Foucault argues, “Socialism has made no critique of the theme of
biopower,” so in contrast to the epigraph from Davis above, a socialist component in
first-wave feminism would not necessarily have restrained its biopolitical impulses
(Foucault, Society 261). Nevertheless, Davis’s work uncovering the eugenic strain in
twentieth century feminism in Women, Race & Class creates a strong opening for
deracializing the fight for women’s emancipation. She argues that feminists need to
understand “how important is was to undo the racist deeds of their predecessors, who had
advocated birth control as well as compulsory sterilization as a means of eliminating the
“unfit” sectors of the population” (123). Such a reckoning, however, remains impossible
under biopolitical regimes of power, which needs racism in order to function. The
dissonance in Davis’s history between the medical sterilization of white women and how
much more that same process was enacted on women of color makes this inequity clear:
Within organizations representing the interests of middle-class white
women, there has been a certain reluctance to support the demands of the
campaign against sterilization abuse, for these women are often denied
their individual rights to be sterilized when they desire to take this step.
While women of color are urged, at every turn, to become
permanently infertile, white women enjoying prosperous economic
conditions are urged, by the same forces, to reproduce themselves. (127)
In other words, because biopolitics grants populations of women different rights over
their sexuality according to their perceived value, white women have less reason to act in
solidarity with women of color. Though treated differently under biopolitics, white
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women and women of color alike are constrained from enacting the freedom that sexual
selection promises: women’s freedom to have children when, with whom, and under
which circumstances they choose. The solution to disentangling biopolitics and feminism,
then, must be grounded in women rejecting these culturally imposed distinctions. The
theme of biopower must become a central concern for feminist critique so that solidarity
between white women and women of color can be established. The racist and biopolitical
views of feminists in the past must be examined and undone.
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