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Nineteenth Century British Literature and the Problem of Thinking About Others
We tend to feel that thinking about people we love is the next best thing to
being with them. But the history of ideas about the powers of the mind is full
of strange accounts that describe the act of thinking about another as an
ethically problematic, sometimes even a dangerously powerful thing to do.
My project is designed to explain why, when, and under what conditions we
find it possible, or desirable to believe that thinking about another person
could harm him or her. When does a belief in our mental powers over
another seem delusional, and when might holding such a belief seem in fact
an essential part of being a moral person?
My book investigates these questions through a study of the writings of a
time and place that gave such concerns a particularly intriguing modern
form: nineteenth-century Britain. The book explains why nineteenth century
British writers—poets, novelists, philosophers, psychologists, devotees of
the occult--were both attracted to and repulsed by radical or substantial
notions of purely mental relations between persons, and why they moralized
about the practice of thinking about other people in interesting ways.
Above all, my book explores how these issues took shape through specific
literary forms and practices. I show how some of the era’s distinctive
innovations in literary form often set the terms for its philosophical and
psychological understandings of the act of thinking about another.
Working at the intersection of literary studies, philosophy, and psychology,
this project is thus designed both to shed new light on a truly neglected
strand of Victorian thought and literature, and to reveal the contemporary
consequences, and contemporary value, of this strand of thought about
thinking. In our own era, beliefs about thinking about other people range
from fascinated ambivalence about “magical thinking,” “telekinesis,” or to
use Freud’s term, the delusions of “the omnipotence of thought”—the notion
that thinking about another can actually harm him or her—to more reasoned
admissions that behaving or believing as if our thoughts could affect others
may indeed be a powerful yet ordinary part of social life (e.g. Gopnik
1997). Studying the ways in which nineteenth-century texts account for the
act of thinking about another person may, I propose, provide new insights
into the history of ideas about mental causation, practical ethics, and the
sociability of the mind. When are we likely to conceive of “thinking,” as did
Samuel Taylor Coleridge (1801), “as pure act and energy, as distinguished
from thought”? How do we evaluate Elizabeth Barrett Browning’s poetic
agonies about whether it is right to think about her beloved (“I do not think of
thee—I am too near thee,” she admonishes) in her “Sonnets from the
Portuguese” (1850), and strikingly similar musings in Hannah Arendt’s
powerful essay, “Thinking and Moral Considerations” (1971): “to think about
somebody who is present implies removing ourselves surreptitiously from
his company and acting as though he were no longer there”? How might

the climax of George Eliot’s novel, “Daniel Deronda” (1876), in which a
woman believes she has killed her husband “in her thoughts,” illuminate a
long history of debates about “thought crime”? How did nineteenth-century
writers balance a commitment to mental freedom with a suspicion of mental
force?
My book provides some answers to some of these questions through an
analysis of the work of key nineteenth-century British writers, all of whom
have been selected for this study because their writings address a common
thread of concerns from different angles. I have structured the book into
three parts, focused on the three forms of writing under study here:
philosophical prose, lyric poetry, and prose fiction.
Part One explains the existence of a concern with the force of thinking in
seemingly disparate kinds of nineteenth-century philosophical prose. Its
first chapter traces the career of ethical ambivalence about the act of
thinking in texts from nineteenth-century mental and moral sciences,
focusing in particular on Scottish philosopher James Frederick
Ferrier’s “Introduction to the Philosophy of Consciousness” (1838-9). My
chapter, which is the first substantial literary-critical treatment of this highly
literary, unusual philosophical text, argues that Ferrier’s strenuous
conception of thought as a form of action results from the exemplary,
historically significant intersection in his work between idealist and
empiricist approaches to the psychology of relations between minds. The
second chapter explores accounts of the sociability of the mind in both later
nineteenth-century accounts of paranormal mental activity and British
idealist philosophy. Bringing occultist “psychical researchers” such as
F.W.H. Myers and innovative Victorian idealists such as Shadworth
Hodgson and J.M.E. McTaggart together with prominent Victorian sages
such as G.H. Lewes and T.H. Huxley, I seek in this chapter to provide a
context, and an interpretation, of Victorian debates
about “epiphenomenalism”: the question of whether the mind can, or
cannot, cause things to happen.
Part Two examines nineteenth-century lyric poetry and poetic theory as
articulations of ideas about thinking about a beloved person. The first of its
chapters (Chapter 3) explores the relationship between poetic uses of
second person pronouns, and anxieties about intimacy. It focuses on the
paradoxes that ensue when poets from Samuel Taylor Coleridge to
Elizabeth Browning and Christina Rossetti utter “I think of thee”—or more
provocatively, “I do not think of thee.” The next chapter (Chapter 4) explains
how Victorian prosodists theorized the relationship between thinking about
another and poetic rhythms. I evoke a rich, new context for an episode in
Coventry Patmore’s book-length poem “The Angel in the House” (1854-62)
(an episode, to my knowledge, graced with no previous scholarly treatment)
in which a woman claims, rhythmically, “He thought I thought I thought I

slept.” I focus on the reverberations of this episode in George
Meredith’s “Modern Love” (1862) and in other poems of the era, and I
explain its relationship to Victorian theories of poetic rhythm which viewed
rhythm as the pulsation of thought from mind to objects.
Part Three opens with a chapter on the intersections among ethics,
psychology, and strategies of narration in George Eliot’s great
novel “Daniel Deronda.” My chapter explains why George Eliot regarded
belief that thinking about someone might make something happen to them
as simultaneously factually false and ethically efficacious. I demonstrate
how Eliot’s curious attitude towards “magical thinking” emerges in and
through the novel’s parsing of cause and effect, and through its ways of
representing—and sometimes refusing to represent—the act of thinking.
My analysis of this novel thus elaborates on two things that I find throughout
this study: 1) a tenacious pattern in nineteenth-century writing which could
be described as a simultaneous attraction to and repulsion from belief in
the “omnipotence of thought,” and 2) a persistent embedding of that
ambivalence about thinking within the very forms of writing. The book ends
with a chapter exploring some of the legacies of this cluster of concerns in
twentieth-century ethical and psychological theory. Beginning with a critical
analysis of Freud’s discussion of the “omnipotence of thought” in “Totem
and Taboo” (1913), and moving through exemplary texts in psychoanalytic
theory (e.g. Bion 1962) and moral philosophy (e.g. Levinas 1998), I suggest
that modern human sciences always hold onto a belief in the act of thinking
of another as a powerful social force, even when such a belief seems to
defy rationality.
In the widest terms, this project aims to participate in an interdisciplinary
conversation about how the humanities can contribute to the understanding
mental life, at a time when the study of mental life and mental processes
seems to have been ceded overwhelmingly to the cognitive and behavioral
sciences. The cognitive mood of our era has recently spawned a range of
literary-critical titles that take up literature’s relation to thinking (Gourgouris
2003, Armstrong 2005, Vendler 2004). My approach has been neither to
embrace the cognitive sciences as the key to literature and culture, nor to
stake out literature’s difference from them. (It is fascinating that
neuroscientists have confirmed empirically the Victorian worry, found for
example in Barrett Browning’s sonnets: that to think hard about another
person was a special mental activity that shut out all the sensory world:
Saxe 2003, Kaweshima 1995). Rather, my strategy has been precisely to
tease out beliefs about one mode of cognitive actively—thinking about
another person--from a body of literature which not only has a rich history,
but is also located provocatively at the crossroads of cognition and
sociability, literature and ethics. The project is a plea for taking seriously
the role of thinking in an account of social, not simply individual life, and a
plea for taking seriously the role of sociability in accounts of mental
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