THE HENRY JAMES SOCIETY OF JAPAN

Newsletter

No.2 AucusT 28, 2022

Play as Communal Critical Practice:

Taking a Cue from Alice, William, and Henry James

Henry James is an affordant writer, often the
source of new lines of criticism and interpretation.
The Turn of the Screw is a case in point. Wayne
Booth is credited with introducing the concept of
the wunreliable narrator to literary studies in the
1960s, but Edmund Wilson derived the concept
decades earlier when he wrote of Henry’s story
“the young governess who tells the story is a
neurotic case of sex repression, and the ghosts are
not real ghosts at all but merely the governess’s
hallucinations.”! Shoshana Felman’s famous 113-
page essay “Turning the Screw of Interpretation”
marks the apex of psychoanalytical criticism in the
1970s. 2 Sharon Marcus’s and Stephen Best’s
influential 2009 essay “Surface Reading: An
Introduction” keyed off Felman and Eve Kosofsky

I Edmund Wilson, “The Ambiguity of Henry James,”
Hound and Horn (April-June 1934), 115.

2 Shoshana Felman, “Turning the Screw of
Interpretation,” Yale French Studies (1977), 94-207.

3 Stephen Best and Sharon Marcus, “Surface Reading: An
Introduction,” Representations 108, no. 1 (Fall 2009): 1-21.
“When symptomatic readers focus on elements present in
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Sedgwick, both James scholars.?

Springing off of this critical work, yet adding
insights from affect theory and cognitive literary
criticism, I have published two books that center
Henry James to propose new ways to practice the
art of literary criticism. Affecting Fictions: Mind,
Body, and Emotion in American Literary Realism
(2007), drew on C19 ideas about the human
sensorium to understand how realist works
catalyzed readers’ full-bodied responses.

My new monograph Philosophical Siblings goes
further, and begins with the premise that reading,
interpretation, and indeed consciousness itself
extend beyond our individual bodyminds and
transpire in a shared world of texts, tools, and

other people. Philosopher Andy Clark calls this

the text, they construe them as symbolic of something
latent or concealed; for example, a queer symptomatic
reading might interpret the closet, or ghosts, as surface
signs of the deep truth of a homosexuality that cannot be
overtly depicted” (3).



notion — that objects in the world can be used in
such a way that they can become part of the mind
itself — the “extended mind” theory. This theory is
widely held

scientists,

cognitive
the

extended mind is built into J. J. Gibson’s account

among philosophers,

and ecological psychologists;
of affordances, where a hand reaching for a door
handle manifests the thought, “it’s time to go.”*
Henry James, along with his siblings Alice and
William, “handles”

rethinking consciousness and arts of mind.

provides narrative for

A plausible question arises: how do we get from
twenty-first-century extended mind theory to the
writings of Alice, William, and Henry James more
than a century ago? The simple answer is the
concept of play, with its close relationship to the
aesthetic.

The Jameses’ varieties of playful experience
enlists four crucial domains: philosophy, science,

“Radical embodied

cognitive science is a direct descendant of the

literature, and praxis.

pragmatism of --- William James,” writes the
philosopher and cognitive scientist Anthony
Chemero.® Literary critic Sharon Cameron was
onto the concept of the extended mind in 1989
when she urged that thinking in the novels of
Henry James transpires between characters,
outside of any single mind.® Alice James, the only

woman among the James siblings and at times

4 ].J. Gibson, “The Theory of Affordances,” in R. E.
Shaw and J. Bransford, eds., Perceiving, Acting, and
Knowing (Hillsdale, N.J.: Lawrence Efrlbaum Associates,
1977): 67-82. The work of Caroline Levine and Terence
Cave has fruitfully imported these insights for literary
criticism: see Forms: Whole, Rbythm, Hierarchy, Network
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2015) and
Thinking with Literature: Towards a Cognitive Criticism
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2010).

> Anthony Chemero, Radical Embodied Cognitive Science
(Cambridge, Mass: MIT Press, 2009), 183.

bedridden, put the extended mind into practice as
members of her household penned her Diary for
her.

Texts, tools, and other people: these are the
crucial elements of the extended mind.

Reading the Jameses under the aspect of play
reminds us of the autotelic aspect of reading and
relationality: meaning, simply, that we engage in
these practices for their own sake. Not just about
utility or self-improvement, play offers a “genetic
gift,” writes Brian Sutton-Smith, by giving us “the
sense that life, temporarily at least, is worth
living.”” Or in Henry James’s terms — recorded by
Alice James in her Diary — play manifests as
“pleasure under difficulties!”®

In Philosophical Siblings1 propose that the key
to understanding Aow the Jameses together
manifest a shared philosophy of mind based in
play is the creation of special devices in the
nineteenth century that elicit, and also light up,
the play of human perception.
the the

“philosophical toy” referred to clever optical

In nineteenth-century, term

devices like the stereograph, the zoetrope, and the
thaumatrope. Nicholas Wade writes,

Philosophical instruments were designed

to examine phenomena experimentally,

rather than by naturalistic observation alone.

In the nineteenth century, some instruments

6 Sharon Cameron, Thinking in Henry James (Chicago:
University of Chicago Press, 1989).

7 Brian Sutton-Smith, “Play Theory: A Personal Journal
and New Thoughts,” Awmserican Journal of Play 1, no. 1
(Summer 2008): 82-128, 97.

8 Alice James, The Diary of Alice James, ed. Leon Edel
and Linda Simon (Boston: Northeastern University
Press, 1999), 128.



were called philosophical toys because they
provided popular amusement as well as
experimental assistance. They were applied
widely in natural philosophy, but attention
here is directed particularly to manipulations
of perceived space and time and their
influence on art.’
Philosophical Siblings shows how the writings of
the James siblings include /iterary elements that
function like these “toys.” These elements include
figures of speech, analogies, scenarios, riffs, jokes,
models, and bursts of fancy. William, for instance,
analogized thinking itself to spinning top, arguing
that traditional psychology made the mistake of
“seizing a spinning top to catch its motion.” 1
Keying off William’s term — and Alice’s playful
phrase, “mental pirouettes” — the term I use for
these is troping devices: things that turn,
transform, and thereby tumble us into new ways
of seeing.!!

A swift example: Henry James riddles The Turn
of the Screw with wordplay. The governess of the
children, we are told, spends all of her time
looking at her pupils. She watches her students —
and watches herself watching them. This invokes
the science of optics and the practice of
interpretation: we see out of our eyes, but our
pupils (the dark centers of the iris) offer a

reminder that each eye has a blind spot.

° Nicholas J. Wade, “Philosophical Instruments and
Toys: Optical Devices Extending the Art of Seeing,”
Journal of the History of the Neurosciences 13, no. 1 (2004):
102-24, 102.

10 William James, Psychology: Briefer Conrse [1892], in
William James: Writings, 1878-1899, ed. Gerald E. Myers
(New York: Library of America, 1992), 160.

11 Alice James, Dzary, 217.

12 Ludwig Wittgenstein, Philosophical Investigations, trans.
G. E. M. Anscombe (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1958),

Wittgenstein puts the point that Henry’s story
enacts: “We find certain things about seeing
puzzling, because we do not find the whole
business of seeing puzzling enough.” !? Henry,
along with his siblings Alice and William, opened
up the puzzling wonders of how we see, interpret,
act, and manage to get along in the “blooming,
buzzing confusion” of the rich worlds we inhabit.!3
And this “getting along” happens not in isolation,
but through mutual improvisation.

Though there is a family resemblance between
some of my findings and those of other James
scholars (I'm thinking Ross Posnock, Joan
Richardson, and Steven Meyer), my addition to
these studies begins with the deceptively small
step of taking Alice James seriously as a full
contributor to an indigenous Jamesian theory of
play. She knew the frustration and indignity of
being a brilliant, “invalid” woman in a world made
for men (“Life is simply a huge joke!”)."* In her
bouts of laughter at the absurdity of life lived in
our mortal bodies, she keeps her beloved brothers
from taking themselves too seriously, or becoming
a “spoilsport.” As the play theorist Mary Reilly
describes it, “The spoilsport shatters the play
world itself --- He robs play of its illusion, a word
This is a

reminder to us as interpreters: to accept the

which literally means ‘in play.”” 1

enticements of the literature we study and learn to

212.

13 William James, The Principles of Psychology [1890]
(Cambridge, Mass: Harvard University Press, 1981),
462.

14 Alice James, Diary, 56.

15 Mary Reilly, Play as Exploratory Learning: Studies of
Curiosity Bebavior New York: Sage Publications, 1974),
71.



keep the workings of imagination in play.

Rita Felski in The Limits of Critique (2015)
speaks in similar terms, when she refers to literary
critics’ “misguided desire to nail down a final or
ultimate meaning.”!® The spoilsport move is not
wrong, exactly. It’s just that seeking to nail down
an interpretation risks ending the spinning,

thereby stopping the fun. And as Henry writes in
the preface to The Golden Bowl, “It all comes back

to that, to my and your ‘fun’ — if we but allow the
term its full extension.”!?

Studying the Jameses together kindles, I believe,
a sense of our communal, vital purpose as literary
critics and scholars working in the humanities: to
study the works of human imagination and
ingenuity and to keep alive what Alice James calls
the “delicious consciousness, ever present, of wide

spaces close at hand.”!8
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