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Abstract

Insignificant Others: The Literary Politics of Celibacy, 1880-1930

This dissertation redresses aneroticism’s absence from literary, historical, and queer
theoretical accounts of the emergence of sexuality at the end of the 19th century. During this period,
sexuality rapidly became the prototypical human drive, inescapable and uncontrollable.
Uncoincidentally, late-19"-century print culture was populated with celibate figures (e.g. the spinster,
the odd woman, the bachelor, the neuter) who problematically failed to embody sexuality’s emerging
compulsoriness. In chapters 1 and 2 especially, I argue that these archetypes mediated entwined
anxieties of depopulation, reproductive labor shortages, underconsumption, and white racial
vitiation, all of which fueled the period’s sexual biopolitics. The celibate, and the affective logic of
libidinal indifference it embodied, was thus a complex cultural figure bearing a contradictory
temporality: a uniquely late-19th-century problem, registering as a social and biological crisis, she
was simultaneously rendered a residual social form, a holdover of outdated repressiveness from
which fin-de-siécle culture was revolting. I consider the celibates of this dissertation queer figures in
part because of their negativity: their aneroticism was explicitly framed as at odds with modernity,
antithetical to racial futurity (chapter 1), but in America, also as the modern consumer’s negative
image (chapter 2). More positively, they are occasions for writers to explore intimate modes and
narrative trajectories freed from romantic/erotic drives. They figured centrally in late-19"-century
formal innovations around the short story as their authors searched for a form less obligated than
the novel to narrative drive.

Methodologically, I approach the historical problem of aneroticism through its literary
politics, by which I mean its intervention in debates around the disappearance of “reticence in

literature” (Hubert Crackanthorpe, Arthur Waugh) at the end of realism’s aesthetic dominance.



Literary histories often narrate this transitional period as a fairly homogeneous ramping up of
libidinal currents, in content, genre, and form. The celibate texts I examine recalcitrantly dig their
heels in against the juiced-up intensity of decadence, naturalism, impressionism, and other eatly
modernist movements. The anerotic affective and intimate tendencies of these texts’ celibate
subjects functioned as a prism through which to develop literary modes running contretemps to a
transition into modernist aesthetics (emphasizing affect, the unconscious, and stylistic and formal
fluidity). If love and sex monopolized the novel at the turn of the 20th century, it makes sense that
celibate texts adopted alternative forms to render non-libidinal life and sociality, e.g. unfashionably
long novels (chapter 1), short stories (chapter 2), and short story collections (chapter 3). I explicate
these marginal forms’ affordances to rendering celibate life in an age of sexuality, providing an
architecture to explore ambient, distanciated, and driveless relationality to which the novel’s
emphasis on narrative drive and formal unity was less amenable.

This dissertation’s title, “Insignificant Others,” designates the celibate lives and their
aesthetic forms which were at once immiscible with, yet oddly central to, sexual modernity. They
trouble sexuality’s new indispensability to worldmaking projects (intimately, in sexual identity’s
structuring of attachment; racially, in the development of eugenics; and politically, in the sexual
utopianism of feminist and early homophile cultural production). Taking the neglected queerness of
these texts’ aneroticism seriously, I further consider how contemporary queer studies has rendered

aneroticism desire’s repressed other.
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Introduction

Motivations
In “Is the Rectum Straight?,” a field forming essay of queer literary studies, Eve Sedgwick cautions
critics not to uncritically impute libidinous desire onto texts pointedly indifferent to sex. Sedgwick
critiques Teresa de Lauretis’ recent popularization of the term “sexual indifference” to designate
homoerotic attraction emerging from sexual undifferentiation, outside the heterosexual binary.'
Overriding the vernacular meaning of indifference (neutrality, detachment, “having no inclination or
feeling for or against a thing”), de Lauretis leaves little room to discuss the shaping force of
aneroticism on aesthetic and social forms.” “Libidinal indifference,” Sedgwick insists,

is a force in its own right. It changes lives. And it doesn’t only operate in the

exceptional case of the would-be love object who is, shall we say, the “wrong”

gender for the lover: the plain fact is that most people in the world, whatever their

gender or sexuality, don’t form or maintain libidinal cathexes toward most other

people in the world, whatever theirs. Not that they fail to, not that they can’t, not

that they do and then repress them, just that they don’t: a plain but not especially

simple fact; a negative space in theories of desire, but one that has a shaping impact,

as well, on desire itself.’
Sedgwick offers this critique in part to give herself cover for reading the sexual blankness of Lionel
Croy in Henry James’ The Wings of the Dove (1902) as a signifier of homosexuality, the “love that dare
not speak its name.” Her writing on James here and in The Epistemology of the Closet renders his and

other late-Victorian writers’ sexual reticence as repressed sexuality in need of decoding, figured as

readerly fisting at the end of the essay.* As a later Sedgwick would argue, this foundational writing

! Teresa de Lauretis, “Sexual Indifference and Lesbian Representation,” Theater Jonrnal 40, no. 2 (1988): 155-177.
2 Oxford English Dictionary Online, (March 2023), s.v. “Indifferent, adv.”

3 Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick, “Is the Rectum Straight?: Identification and Identity in The Wings of the Dove” in Tendencies
(London: Routledge, 1994), 81.

4 Sedgwick concludes the essay with her famous discussion of fisting-as-écriture. “Anal erotics,” she notes, “function
especially saliently at the level of sentence structure” in James, his syntactically recessed meanings “placing the reader less
in identification with the crammed rectum and more in identification with the probing digit” facing at first “a blankly
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on fin-de-siecle queer literature helped center a paranoid hermeneutic predicated on a “repressive
hypothesis,” rendering sexual neutrality always a symptom of latent sexuality.

In the last decade, scholarship on asexuality and celibacy has incisively argued that queer
studies’ ongoing investment in repression imposes sexuality onto texts and historical subjects that
lack sexual signification. This hermeneutic makes historical and aesthetic asexuality into a blockage
of sexuality, rather than as “an elegant formation in and of itself,” as Kahan writes in Celibacies:
American Modernism and Sexnal Life.” Affirming asexuality and celibacy as kinds of “sexuality that [do]
not aspire to normative sexual acts,” however, this body of scholarship tends to impose its own
compulsory ervtics (nongenital sexual desires) on potentially anerotic texts and figures.® Kahan, for
example, theorizes celibacy as a “sexuality without sex” that points to “the sexiness of no sex.””’
Similarly, Przybylo’s Asexual Erotics: Intimate Readings of Compulsory Sexnality places eroticism at the
heart of asexual identity, which abounds with the “life energy of refusal and revolt.”” Nathan Snaza
aligns genital sexuality with “superficial erotics” while locating asexuality in a deeper “field of joy
extending well beyond the sexual as a restricted realm” with “more diffuse possibilities” for
“swerv[ing] away from the patriarchal capture of joy and pleasure.” In these accounts, celibacy’s

dominant note is expansive desiring and deterritorialized pleasure. Important as affirming the queer

baffling, ‘closed’” grammatical facade, which yet as one arduously rounds a turn of the sentence will suddenly open out
into a clear, unobstructed, and iron-strong grammatical pathway of meaning,” Sedgewick, “Is the Rectum Straightr,”
101.

5> Benjamin Kahan, Celibacies: American Modernism and Sexual Life (Durham: Duke University Press, 2013), 5.
6 Kahan, Celibacies, 5.
7 Kahan, 27.

8 Ela Przybylo, Asexual Erotics: Intimate Readings of Compulsory Sexuality (Columbus: The Ohio State University Press, 2019),
23.

? Nathan Snaza, “Asexuality and Erotic Biopolitics,” Feminist Formations 32, no. 3 (2020): 134. Both Przybylo and Snaza
turn to Audre Lorde’s theory of the erotic to underline the compatibility of asexuality with nongenital erotic feeling.
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credentials of asexuality is, such work risks doubling down on queer studies’ equation of queer with
erotic excess, leaving non-erotic relationships and feelings “a negative space in theories of desire.”

Sometimes the absence or loss of sexual desire is not arousing but depressing, not expanding
but estranging. This dissertation is interested in the kinds of relating that take place through
detachment and social distance rather than conjuring a compensatory intimate, albeit nongenital,
erotics. Revisiting the period 1880-1930, termed the “emergence of sexuality” or the Great
Paradigm Shift, from which queer studies has derived so much energy, this dissertation foregrounds
the figures of aneroticism that populated literary culture, but in the intervening years have become
insignificant others to the period’s more libidinally juiced-up archetypes (e.g. the dandy, the New
Woman, the hysteric, the closeted queer). Each chapter takes up related anerotic figures important
to late nineteenth-century literary culture: the odd woman, the erotically liberated New Woman’s
desexualized other (Chapter 1); the New England nun, the modern female consumer’s minimally
appetitive antecedent (Chapter 2); and the broader category of the celibate, whose recessive intimate
style eluded emerging sexual taxonomies (Chapter 3). I argue that these figures refract cultural
ambivalences around the emergence of eroticism as a powerful biopolitical drive recruited by a
variety of turn-of-the-century worldbuilding projects, feminist, queer, eugenic, and consumerist
alike. The celibate embodied, positively, a pessimism toward the utopian social promises of
eroticism; negatively, it was considered an obstruction to social regeneration dependent on human
erotic potential, a threat to reproductive futurity.

Holding these positions in tension, the texts I examine embody aneroticism representationally
(through libidinally indifferent figures), formally (through brevity, discontinuity, and redundancy), and
stylistically (reticence, affective flatness, and cleft syntax). My corpus largely constitutes periodical

writing and fiction published between 1880-1930, written by transitional British and U.S. authors



claimed as both late realists and proto-modernists, e.g. Olive Schreiner, George Gissing, Sarah Orne
Jewett, Mary E. Wilkins Freeman, George Moore, and Henry James. Aneroticism, I argue, is central
to these transitional writers” mediation of historical and generic upheavals. Centering the cultural and
literary politics of celibacy complicates conventional critical histories about the shift from realism to
modernism. By aneroticism, I mean that these texts stage their own frustrated failure to achieve
narrative drive. In his indispensable study of literary form’s sexuality, Peter Brooks declares,
“Narratives portray the motors of desire that drive and consume their plots, and they also lay bare
the nature of narration as a form of human desire: the need to tell as a primary human drive that
seeks to seduce and to subjugate the listener.”" From a literary historical perspective, this was no
more true than at the fin-de-siécle, when the “textual force” of eros became a literary “engine beyond
human control,” resulting in the formal inventiveness of naturalism, decadence, impressionism, and
eventually fully-fledged modernism.'" Brooks is not idiosyncratic here; his argument chimes with
other major literary histories, which narrate the transition from realism to modernism as the triumph
of a “doctrine of intensity” and of “libidinal currents” that drove a “detachment from the
assumptions of formal realism” and its “strictures of conscience or morality."

A key aesthetic question raised by the texts of this dissertation: is literature without erotics an
impossibility, when so much twentieth and twenty-first-century literary theory joins Brooks in
making sexuality compulsory to narrative itself, driving emplotment, style, formal unity/fracture,

character dynamics, readerly pleasure, and, of course, the psychoanalytic territory of metaphor and

10 Peter Brooks, Reading for the Plot: Design and Intention in Narrative New York: Vintage, 1984), 61.
11 Brooks, Reading for the Plot, 46-7.

12 Fredric Jameson, The Antinomies of Realism (London and New York: Verso, 2015), 76; Joseph Allen Boone, Libidinal
Currents: Sexuality and the Shaping of Modernism (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1998), 145.
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symbol?"’ Or, as this dissertation suggests, might some literary modes that strike modern readers as
repressively prudish actually grapple with the aesthetic mandate to be libidinal, intervening in this

2 ¢

injunction by declining to “seduce,” “subjugate,” and pleasure the reader? Perhaps one reason
literary theory has made drive so indispensable to narrative is its focus on the novel as the
prototypical narrative form. The novel, especially the “post”-Realist novel, requires constant
narrative propulsion to keep its plot moving forward, as well as continuously generated narrative
tension to keep the reader wanting more."* Desire further functions to incorporate the novel’s
elaborate parts into a common storyworld."” The novel’s requirement of drive thus depends to some
extent on its length, its extended need of narrative production.

Like the non(re)productive celibates that star in most of their works, the writers featured in
this dissertation take up literary forms less obligated than the standard novel to narrative production.
They are characterized by diminishing narrative drive. Chapter 1 deals with novels about

desexualization which adopt “ungainly” multi-volume plots in which narrative energies dissipate and

emplotment stagnates.'® The loss of narrative drive tracks with the obstruction of characterological

13 For paradigmatic accounts of desite’s central role in plotting, formal unity/disunity, and characterology, see René
Girard, Deceit, Desire, and the Novel: Self and Other in Literary Structure (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1976);
Leo Bersani, A Future for Astyanax: Character and Desire in Literature (Boston: Little Brown and Co., 1976); and D.A. Miller,
The Novel and the Police (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1988). Desire’s role in literary style is foregrounded in
Eve Sedgwick’s oeuvre; for a more recent account, see Kevin Ohi, Henry James and the Queerness of Style (Minneapolis:
University of Minnesota Press, 2011). For the classic account of readetly erotics, see Roland Barthes, The Pleasure of the
Text New York: Hill and Wang, 1973). For a thorough critique of erotic desire’s centrality within novel-oriented
narratology, see Elizabeth Hanna Hanson, “Toward an Asexual Narrative Structure,” in Asexualities: Feninist and Queer
Perspectives, eds. Karli June Cerankowski and Megan Milks, (New York: Routledge, 2014), 660-718.

14 The Victorian novel incorporated the sketch’s synchronic analysis and narrative stillness, aspects of the novel pared
away with Realism’s decline. See Amanpal Garcha, From Sketch to Novel: The Development of Victorian Fiction (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 2009).

15 Thus, Brooks predicated his concept of “narrative desire” on Freud’s Eros, a drive that “seeks ‘to combine organic
substances into ever greater unities.”” Brooks, Reading for the Plot, 37.

16 Here I am borrowing Jed Esty’s description of Olive Schreiner’s Story of an African Farm (1883), which launched the
New Woman fictional genre. All three novels examined in Chapter 1 were written as multi-volume novels; Gissing’s The
Odd Women (1893) and Brooke’s A Superfluons Woman (1894) were published as triple-deckers right as the form went
extinct in 1894. Jed Esty, “The Colonial Bildungsroman: The Story of an African Farm and the Ghost of Goethe,” VVictorian
Studies 49, no. 3 (2007): 407-30.



desire. These novels’ resultant length and superfluity of plot set them at odds with shifting tastes not
only for more sexually explicit fiction (the rise of naturalism and decadence), but also novels with
intensified pacing.'” Chapters 2 and 3 argue that celibate plots were uniquely associated with short
stories. In Philosophy of the Short Story (1903), likely the first theoretical work on the form, critic
Brander Matthews comments on this association: “While the Novel cannot get on easily without
love, the Short-story can...The Short-story, being brief, does not need a love-interest to hold its
parts together.”"® The spinster regionalism of Mary E. Wilkins Freeman and Sarah Orne Jewett, for
example, almost exclusively inhabited very short stories. Contemporary reviewers tied the short
form’s need of reticence, omission, and economy of plot to the New England spinstet’s
recessiveness, her modesty, stillness, and narrow economic and affective expenditures. Wilkins
Freeman and Jewett join other pioneers of the short story collection, George Moore and Henry
James, who, in works like Celibates (1895), The Untilled Field (1903), and The Better Sort (1903), think
through the unique relational affordances of the collection via celibacy and vice versa. What content
and form have in common is an aversion to incorporation through expansion, to conjugality
through the transgression of boundaries.

This work suggests that the developments of sexual modernity and aesthetic modernism
were uneven and frictional, a point that chimes with Kahan’s excellent Ce/ibacies. The anerotic texts
of this period of social and literary transition move slantwise to historical currents, taking up celibacy
and celibate sociality, increasingly residual social forms, through interesting, even experimental, uses

of form. Their aesthetic experiments, however, are not those typically associated with modernism

17 'This would result in the near discontinuation of the multivolume form in the 1890s. Protestations by authors like
George Gissing over the “Procrustean length” of the three-volume novel were among the most frequent late-Victorian
complaints about the form. Guinevere Griest, Mudie’s Circulating Library and the 1 ictorian Novel (Bloomington: Indiana
University Press, 1970), 45.

18 Brander Matthews, The Philosophy of the Short Story New York: Longmans, Green and Co., [1901] 1917), 21.
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(e.g. formal fluidity, narrative fracture, stylistic opacity); they are, in many ways, throwbacks to
domestic realism, emphasizing precision, formal closure and rigidity, and reticence. Thus, the
“literary politics” of this dissertation’s title refers not only to the political issues of sexuality,
reproduction, and consumption which literary representations of celibates mediate, but also the

politics of literature’s transformation around the fin-de-siécle, with which this project’s texts engage.

The Great Paradigm Shift Revisited: Erotonormativity and Friendship

The late nineteenth century saw a general eroticization of culture and the subject, with the
eruption of sexology, the hardening of sexual identities (especially the hetero/homosexual binaty),
marriage’s heterosexualization, and the formal criminalization of homosexuality (as opposed to
sodomy). Deeply informing queer histories of this period is Foucault’s argument that homosexuality
and homophobia emerged when the ac of sodomy became “a personage, a past, a case history, ... a
type of life, a life form, and a morphology.”"” In the eatly nineteenth century, “the sodomite had
been a temporary aberration;” by the century’s end, “the homosexual was now a species.” Queer
scholarship has tended to position gueer sexuality as antithetical to the work of sexology to structure
sexual desire, taxonomize it, and cohere it into identity terms. To risk oversimplifying, in much of
this scholarship, ‘bad’ sexuality constrains eroticism’s inherently unpredictable and transpersonal
fluidity, while ‘good’ sexuality counterdiscursively exceeds language and shatters coherence. The
partitioning of desire into two libidinal economies, one heteronormative (repressed, structured,
reified) and one queer (excessive, destructuring, and resisting reification), upholds a fantasy of

prelapsarian eroticism that is structureless and always on, while relegating libidinal indifference to

19 Michel Foucault, The History of Sexuality 1V olume 1: An Introduction, trans. Robert Hurley (New York: Pantheon Books,
1978), 43.



“those invincible forces (both in the wotld and in ourselves) which have condemned us to the loss
of ecstasy.”

This is a key theoretical and interpretive problem my dissertation addresses. It does so by
foregrounding an analysis of erotonormativity over—but not in exclusion of—homophobia.
“Erotonormativity” names the coordinated set of epistemic, political, and intimate privileges
afforded erotic dynamics since the end of the nineteenth century—instantiated, for example, in
sexuality’s emerging compulsoriness, identitarian force, status as prototypical drive, and as an affect
according to which we prioritize some relationships over others. I consider homophobia less in
repressive terms than as bound up with a more general autonomization of erotic feeling as a force of
radical potential therefore requiring radical regulation.” 1 center the productive forces of
erotonormativity to make sense of the significant phobia celibacy inspired across the later nineteenth
century and into the twentieth. In my retelling, the Great Paradigm Shift is an adjustment in intimate
norms and human capacities responding to crises of disaffiliation—namely, mass celibacy,

overproduction/underconsumption, and tensions between regionalism and economic

nationalization—spanning the transition into the twentieth century.

20 Teo Bersani, Future for Astyanax, 13. The fantasy of structureless/destructuring desite has loomed large in the queer
critical imaginary. Bersani’s early work divides desire into a “polarity” of “structured” desire (the “impoverishment of
desire” into “sublimated...emotional ‘faculties’ or passions...thereby providing the basis for the notion of a distinct and
coherently unified personality”) and destructive desire (“the potentially limitless aggressiveness” of “desublimated” desire,
which might even produce “pleasure intense enough to shatter the desiring self”),” Bersani, Future for Astyanax, 5-6, 13—
14.

21 “Eroticism,” describing a state of erotic arousal or object suffused with erotic energy, first appeared in print in the
1880s. Oxford English Dictionary Online, (March 2023), s.v. "Eroticism, n." Jameson argues that sexuality’s
autonomization subtended its expansion into a base ontology of the human: “The psychoanalytic demonstration of the
sexual dimensions of overtly nonsexual conscious experience is possible only when the sexual ‘dispotif’ or apparatus has
by a process of isolation, autonomization, specialization, developed into an independent sign system or symbolic
dimension in its own right; as long as sexuality remains as integrated into social life in general as, say, eating, its
possibilities of symbolic extension are to that degree limited, and the sexual retains its status as a banal inner-worldly
event and bodily function,” Jameson, The Political Unconscions (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1982), 64. Because
sexuality has been so charged with exceptional intensity and meaning, it touches on a deeper plane of being than other
quotidian activities. Critics face a dilemma: doubling down on its exceptional status in the world as given, further
autonomizing it while neglecting its non-exceptionality for many (compared to e.g. platonic interactions, eating, listening
to music, experiencing illness); or try to de-autonomize it, which risks neglecting its exceptionality to many.
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My telling of this story begins with the English census of 1851, which began tracking
marriage. This and subsequent censuses revealed nearly one-third of women would never marry.
Chapter 1 examines how the fathers of eugenics, William Greg and Karl Pearson, used these
demographics to fan fears of mass female celibacy. Merging the apparent spread of sexual disinterest
among women with nascent social Darwinism, these writers transformed the once glorified spinster
into an agent of race suicide, withholding reproductive power necessary for racial futurity. New
Woman writers made it their cause to unleash feminine eroticism to redress this mass of what
George Egerton, one of the most infamous writers of this group, would call “desexualised half-men
with a pride in the absence of sex feeling.”** Egerton explicitly pitches her Rosa Amorosa (1901) as
modeling “finer eroticism” to middle-class Englishwomen, given her belief eroticism is “the only
factor which can negative” the spreading estrangement from vital energy “which threatens to swamp
all human efforts towards spiritual advancement.”” Chapter 2 shows that a similar anxiety over
celibacy gripped the turn-of-the-century United States, becoming a trope of the periodical press and
naturalist fiction, amplified by no less than Theodore Roosevelt. Celibacy, no longer a mode of
abstinence related to circumstance, economy, or Malthusian restraint, came to represent enervated
sexual and spiritual drive asphyxiated by social rationalization.

At the same time, the emergence of sexuality saw a cultural divestment from singleness-
sustaining friendship as a site of relational possibility. As both Lilian Faderman and Eve Sedgwick’s
classic work on homosocial friendship argue, sexuality’s emergence as “the foremost instinct—in

women as well as men—inescapable and uncontrollable” made once sanctioned close homosocial

22 George Egerton, Discords (London: John Lane, 1894): 199.
23 George Egerton, Rosa Amorosa: The Love-Letters of a Woman (London: Grant Richards, 1901), 15.
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friendships newly paranoid sites of homoeroticism.** Queer accounts of friendship’s end tend to
mourn friendship as a lost site of erotic potential, rather than as a mode of intimacy offering
relational alternatives to sexual and erotic attachments. Implicit in these early queer accounts of
nineteenth-century friendship is an assertion that friendship is most valuable to queer subjects (and
queer politics) in its erotic intensity. Faderman, for example, focuses on the prohibition against
“erotic love relationships without genital sex,” such that “a whole area of joyful, nurturing experience
which women of other centuries enjoyed freely has...been closed in our liberated times.””
Acknowledging that friendship can crescendo to the level of the erotic, my focus in the dissertation,
especially Chapter 3, is in friendship as a zone of intimacy not necessarily ascending to the
passionate, high-intensity, and drive-laden heights of eroticism. As Sharon Marcus’ Besween Womzen
argues, far from all female friendships looked like Faderman’s charged romantic friendships. “The
question of how to conceptualize friends in relation to same-sex lovers,” Marcus writes, “has
haunted modern gay discourse since its inception,” and typically involves “conflat|ing]” the two,
“ironically obscur|ing] everything that female friendship and lesbianism did not share and [hiding]
the important differences between female friends and female lovers.””

Not all nineteenth-century friendships were same-sex in nature, nor did they all result in the
live-in companionship of Faderman’s exemplar erotic friends, Sarah Orne Jewett and Annie Fields.
Friendship often involves aneroticism, boundaries, distance, and negotiation that uniquely emerge

when the other is not one’s primary attachment or prioritized object of desire. It often stabilizes

isolation and consoles loneliness, without liquidating either in jouissance. James, who identified as a

24 Lillian Faderman, Surpassing the Love of Men: Romantic Friendship and 1ove Between Women from the Renaissance to the Present
(New York: William Morrow and Co., 1981), 311.

25 Faderman, Surpassing the Love, 251.

26 Sharon Marcus, Between Women: Friendship, Desire, and Marriage in 1 ictorian England (Princeton: Princeton University
Press, 2007), 29-30.
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“lonely celibate” throughout his life, expresses this in a brief letter written in 1914 to his friend
Annie Fields.”” Both James and Fields cultivated rich, arboreal networks of friends, to which they
ministered through epistolary correspondence, memoir, biography, tender book reviews, and salons.
James mourns in his letter to Fields an era in which friends “who know” what it means to live on
friendship have become “now of the fewest™:

Dear Mrs. Fields, I have left so many days unacknowledged the so beautiful &
touching letter prompted by your generous appreciation of my volume of Notes. The
reason is largely that even still the high pressure London of June & July is always at
some big interrupting assault on one’s time or one’s preferences, & that I have been
but within a few days able to break away from it & get down into these quieter
conditions. The arrears of my correspondence—a very desperate quantity—have had
more than ever to wait. It is meanwhile the sympathy of all old friends from far back
like yourself, of “those who know,” as Dante says, that is the reward of my attempt
to reach back a little to the unspeakable past. I really like to think of those who know
what I am talking about—& such readers are now of the fewest. We both have had
friends all the way along, however; & I mustn’t speak as if we were too bleakly
stranded today. The only thing is, none the less, that almost nobody understands
what we mean, do they?—we can say that to each other (and to Mrs. Bell & to Miss
Howe) even if we can’t say it to them. I think of you very faithfully & gratefully &
tenderly, & am yours affectionately always Henry James.*

Peter Coviello compellingly reads this scene as James turning toward a pre-sexological moment, in
which “styles of erotic being that exceed, or precede, or fall aslant of, or otherwise escape
captivation by” recognizable modern sexual identities flourished.”” At the same time, I understand
James’ letter as in part a complaint about nascent erotonormativity, shrinking celibate sociality, a
930

reaction to what Kahan describes as the period’s “increasing eroticization of all dyadic relations.

Coviello might call this a “diffuse” or detached style of erotic being. I differ in emphasis from

27 Henry James, The Complete Letters of Henry James: 1876—1878, vol. 1, eds. Pierre A. Walker and Greg W. Zachary
(Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 2012), 37.

28 Quoted in Peter Coviello, Tomorrow’s Parties: Sex and the Untimely in Nineteenth-Century America New York: New York
University Press, 2013), 1.

29 Coviello, Tomworrow’s Parties, 11.

30 Kahan, Celibacies, 37.
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Coviello in wanting to bring out the particular diffuseness, distance, and reserve that is also part of
friendship, and of “lonely celibacy” especially, which frequently falls aslant of what could be
described as erotic.

James’ letter evokes the shades of friendship often downplayed in accounts of friendship, the
recessed, often dormant, and tenderly formal kinds of attachment that friendship distinctively
encompasses.”’ His friendship with Fields is characterized by a sympathetic feeling of estrangement
that does not offer to solve that estrangement. Their friendship moves unevenly, often on pause or
“in arrears,” muffled out by the “high pressure” of modern urban life. It offers quietude and
distance. This is a sustaining friendship for James, who counts Fields as one of those few friends
“from far back” “who know” what it is to be “bleakly stranded today.” “Those who know” nods to
Aristotle (Dante’s “Master of those who know”) and an Aristotelian tradition of friendship which
Heather Love glosses as “an autonomous space away from the tremors of eroticism, and also from
eros’s relentless narrative logic of pursuit, consummation, and exhaustion.””* By 1914, this
distinctively anerotic aspect of friendship seemed to be relegated to an “unspeakable past.” Michael
Cobb points out that sexual modernity is shot through with “persistent cultural, social,
psychological, and affective biases” that construct “the uncoupled”—widows, bachelors, and
longterm celibates—in terms of “singleness [that] marks being alone in a nearly paralyzingly
profound manner.””> Rubbing up against celibate bachelorhood’s shrinking social margin, James
feels “bleakly stranded today,” yet also intimates that reserve and solitariness need not be so

anathema to intimacy.

2 <«

31 T am thinking here with Anne-Lise Francois’ description of recessivity’s “coolness,” “a complacency toward desire
that neither moves toward seizing it nor exerts itself to deny it.”” Ann-Lise Francois, “Late Exercises in Minimal
Affirmatives,” in Theory Aside, eds. Jason Potts and Daniel Stout (Durham: Duke University Press, 2014), 39.

32 Heather Love, Feeling Backward: Loss and the Politics of Queer History (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2007), 78.
33 Michael Cobb, Single: Arguments for the Uncoupled New York: New York University Press, 2012), 6.
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I dwell on James’ letter because it provides a different image of friendship’s fate in sexual
modernity than queer studies typically presents. I am not interested in constructing a picture of
friendship tragically sapped of its erotic potential. Instead, I focus on the vanishing field of celibate
intimacies structured by attachments much limper than erotic bonds. Doing so points us to an
expanded version of queer intimacy, one that is not exclusively erotic. In prioritizing the always erotic
nature of intimate bonds that exist at the margins of regulatory sexuality, queer studies has effaced
affectively ‘cooler” attachments—platonic friendships, practical cohabitation, diffuse care networks
of strangers and acquaintances, transactional intimacy, anerotic sex—that frequently sustain life at
the margins of romantic and erotic normativity. In focusing on recessed, non-cathective, and lower-
intensity modes of attachment, my point is not to reinstate what Heather Love critiques as the
“stabilizing” idealization of platonic friendship, which she argues “tends to emphasize fairly familiar
and reassuring qualities of friendship over uneasiness, desire, or the improbable™ that queer studies
generally associates with “the shocks of desire.”** My point is that we need not forfeit platonism as a
naively milquetoast style of relation. James’ inconsolable loneliness suggests that celibate sociality is
anything but easy or stable, especially when “sex [has become] not just desirable (energizing) but also
a communitarian necessity.”” It is a kind of relating predicated on asymmetry, contingency,
estrangement, and misrecognition. George Moore, another celibate author whose work I explore
alongside James’ in Chapter 3, turned to Nietzsche to name the estrangement of platonic intimacy
“star friendship,” which his short story collections attempt to formalize.

A full accounting of why erotonormativity at this moment? is beyond the scope of this dissertation.

However, a common pattern emerges across the chapters: the breakneck pace of industrial

34 Love, Feeling Backward, 79, 77.
35 Kahan, Celibacies, 4.
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production had overtaxed the population’s biological and social reproductive capacities.”
Erotonormativity placed perpetual drive at the core of the civilized subject and made a science of
obstructions to this drive. The celibate, and the affective logic of libidinal indifference it embodied,
was thus a complex cultural figure bearing a contradictory temporality: a uniquely late nineteenth-
century problem registering modern fears of enervating alienation, she was simultaneously rendered
a residual social form, narrow, sickly, and moribund, a holdover of outdated repressiveness from
which fin-de-siecle culture was revolting. Late nineteenth-century celibacy thus both fueled sexual
modernity (a threat needing to be vanquished) and troubled it (a social form unable to be completely

residualized).

2 << 25 <<

Case in point, we presently live in an age of “sex deficits,” “pleasure deficits,” “sexual
anorexia,” and the violent rage of involuntary celibates denied their right to sex.”” Zoé Hellet’s “How
Everyone Got So Lonely” surveys the recent spate of books on declining American sexuality, fueled
by a 2022 demographic study which demonstrated a 12% decline in sexual activity between 1996 and
2018, as well as statistics quantifying the COVID-19 pandemic’s “anaphrodesiac effect.””® Heller

turns to cultural theorist Laura Kipnis, who blames the decline in sexuality in part on “conservative”

“puritanical” elements of #MeToo for creating a “dystopian moment” in which “neurotic self-

36 English cultural critic Hugh Stutfield makes just this point in 1895, attributing the celibacy crisis to overwork and
mental malnourishment: “We have fallen on a temporarily sterile time, an age of ‘mental anaemia’... The world seems
growing weary after the mighty work it has accomplished during this most marvellous of centuries.” Hugh Stutfield,
“Tommyrotics,” Blackwood’s 157 (1895): 842. In the American context, Lears documents widespread anxiety about
“overcivilization” producing both “bodily and spiritual enervation...reinforced by intersecting racial and class anxieties”
linked to “unprecedented labor unrest, waves of strange new immigrants, and glittering industrial fortunes. Jackson
Lears, No Place of Grace: Antinodernism and the Transformation of American Culture, 1880—1920 (New York: Pantheon Books,
1981), 28.

37 See Jenny A. Higgins and Jennifer S. Hirsch. “The Pleasure Deficit: Revisiting the ‘Sexuality Connection’ in
Reproductive Health,” Perspectives on Sexual and Reproductive Health 39, no. 4 (2007): 240-47; Catherine Hakim, “The Male
Sexual Deficit: A Social Fact of the 21st Century,” International Sociology 30, no. 3 (2015): 314-335; Debra Soh, “What’s
Driving Gen Z’s Aversion to Sex?,” Newsweek, 1 October 2021; Tonya Mosley and Samantha Raphelson, “Americans
Are Having Less Sex—And Researchers Want to Know Why,” NPR WBUR, March 31, 2022.

38 Zoé Heller, “How Everyone Got So Lonely,” The New Yorker, 4 April 2022. Subsequent references to Kipnis refer to
Heller’s piece.
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contradiction” lurks everywhere, especially in the “libidinal position” of young feminists. Making a
very New Woman argument, Kipnis suggests that if the “heterosexual compact” is to be restored to
avoid the catastrophe of widespread celibacy, feminism must “embrace the transgressive nature of
desire.” Kipnis echoes queer feminist theorists who critique mainstream feminism’s attempt to
render sexuality free of the risks that make it erotic.” For theorists like Halley, Bersani, and Dean,
sexuality’s force is intrinsically bound to the “appeal of psychic violation;” from a Freudian
perspective, “the point of sex [is] not just to come but to come undone.”* When subjects and
theorists turn away from sex and sexuality as an exemplary site for encountering negativity, this is
described as “puritan” and “erotophobic” repression.*’ As Chapter 2 especially suggests, discourse
around erotophobic “puritanism’ has never been simple, the upshot of which is that queer theory
may need to adopt a more complex approach to the cultural functioning of “puritan” anerotics,
rather than rendering it a mirror of normative, disciplined sexuality.

Although this dissertation does not extend to later twentieth and twenty-first-century queer
and feminist histories, it does help us to understand the unwieldy scaling of the above rhetoric,
which takes declining rates of (reported) sex and sexual desire as an absolute chilling of the modern
subject’s capacity for intimacy. This dissertation illuminates the continuity between this present-day
discourse and early erotonormative culture. As Berlant and Edelman put it, “sex is exemzplary, in the
way it powerfully induces...misrecognition of our own motives and desires,” a privileged site of

contact with the “resistance to or undoing of the stabilizing frameworks...the fixity of social forms

3 See especially Janet Halley, “The Move to Affirmative Consent,” Signs 42, no. 1 (2016): 257-279.

40 Oliver Davis and Tim Dean, Hatred of Sex (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 2022), 51, 69. This is the meaning of
famous opening sentence to Bersani’s “Is the Rectum a Grave”: “There is a big secret about sex: most people don’t like
it.” What most people—those who do and do not have a lot of sex alike—do not like is sex’s inherent potential for
bodily and psychic destructuring. Leo Bersani, “Is the Rectum a Grave?,” October 43 (1987): 197.

41 See Gila Ashtor, Homo Psyche: On Queer Theory and Erotophobia New York: Fordham University Press, 2021); and Davis
Dean, Hatred of Sex.
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that seem to define the possibilities for and the limits of relationality.”** What this dissertation points
out is that even when subjects stop having sex, or sexual drives, they continue to encounter
challenges to coherence, self-sovereignty, and relationality, be it in aging, illness, or overwork. Far
from upholding hegemonic puritan standards, this libidinal diminishment has for a long time
threatened both mainstream and queer thinking, evidence of its destabilizing potential rather than its

mere norm-enforcing suppression of transgressive desire.

Note on Terminology

Celibacy. Unto itself, celibacy describes a pattern of behavior: the extended abstinence from
sex acts. Thus, celibacy is compatible with intense eroticism, the basis of much recent writing in the
field of asexuality studies. In contrast, my dissertation charts celibacy’s gradual association with
desirelessness. Although celibacy is not reducible to aneroticism, it culturally embodied aneroticism
in the period I examine, such that I often use the two synonymously, except where texts distinguish
them.

Eroticism] Aneroticism: Two sets of related terms are central to this dissertation:
eroticism/sexuality/libido/drive/desire and aneroticism/asexuality/libidinal indifference/celibacy.
Because I am working foremost with imaginative works of literary fiction thinking through
provisional versions of each cluster, my use of these terms is sometimes heuristic rather than
adhering to the precise, but often shifting and contradictory, definitions ascribed to each within the
fields of psychoanalysis and sexology. In this section, I discuss definitions of each set and the

relationship between terms I take as roughly synonymous.

42 Lauren Berlant and Lee Edelman, Sex;, or the Unbearable (Durham: Duke University Press, 2014), vii—viii.
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In Freudian psychoanalysis, sexuality encompasses distinct erotic and death drives, the
former constituting a synthetic, cathectic force, the latter a destructive, decathectic force. Freud’s
notion of the erotic as a nongenital life instinct resonates with later, queer and feminist utopian
formulations of the erotic, especially Audre Lorde’s, for which it denotes the “creative energy” of
“the lifeforce of women...empowered.”* Here, the erotic distinctively names the creative, life-giving
capacities of sexuality, including but beyond genital activity—in Lorde’s words, “providing the
power which comes from sharing deeply any pursuit with another person.”** Similatly, some queer
and feminist scholarship positions the erotic against or beyond sexuality, the latter indicating
discipline, identity, and normativity, the former, dereified, anti-discursive desire/pleasure. In this
dissertation, I tend to use sexuality synonymously with eroticism. This is partly to avoid repetitive
language, but also because the sexuality/erotic (reified/dereified desire) binary proves unwieldy and
untenable in the cases on which I focus, wherein this binary is already deployed by historical agents
and texts to ideological ends (e.g. the Men and Women’s Club).

Throughout, I turn to psychoanalysis as a lens to think about the affective structure of the
erotic. Jean Laplanche’s definition of Freudian libido frames my thinking about eroticism and
aneroticism as distinct affective and intimate styles. Laplanche takes up Freud’s contrast between
instinct and drive to underscore the radicality of the latter, which I take as the basis of eroticism
within sexual modernity. Instinct designates a narrow, primitive, and banal set of reflexes, aimed at
relieving tension and preserving homeostasis (e.g. drinking to relieve thirst). Freud’s radically
modern move was to separate human sexuality from th