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Abstract 

This dissertation analyzes a contemporary disorder of mourning that began to take shape in 

the aftermath of the American Civil War, a time in which profound changes to material practices 

associated with death affected the religious structure of beliefs pertaining to consolation and the 

afterlife. In a short term historical context, these changes reflected the accelerated conditions of 

modernization that unprecedented conditions of combat brought about, but these same conditions 

also exacerbated and exposed a longer-scale deterioration in the metaphysical constitution of death 

and infinitude associated with the philosophical problem of the bad infinity. Hegel, Lacan, and 

Freud theoretically demonstrate how this bad infinity can be understood in terms of a melancholic 

endless mourning or “infinite grief” in which mourning is compromised by an insistence on a 

finitude that disallows any connection to a ‘larger’ transindividual dimension of meaning . Three 

diverse postbellum authors — Elizabeth Stuart Phelps, Ambrose Bierce and William James— not 

only bear witness to this problem of infinite grief but actively analyze and attempt to invent 

solutions to it through their writing. Phelps’ afterlife fictions linked the ravages of grief on postwar 

women to the toxic doctrine of sacrificial asceticism in Northern Protestantism and attempted to 

rectify it with original depictions of the afterlife as a place of mourning and compensatory 

consolation. During the Gilded Age, Bierce’s war stories countered the mythologizing revisionism of 

the Civil War battles in which he himself took part through a novel approach to fictionalized 

testimony and retroactive memorialization. William James struggled with the personal dimension 

and implications of infinite grief as a kenotic experience of melancholic despair that matched a very 

similar experience of his father, Henry James Sr., then, in his philosophy attempts to formulate the 

role of this experience as formative to a process of re-inventing foundational belief. Ultimately, these 
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 literary solutions do not necessarily overcome “infinite grief” as they illuminate its tragic implications 

and in the process offer possible avenues toward the theoretical reconstitution of mourning. The 

elements of such reconstitution include the surplus enjoyment of consolation in the fantasy of the 

afterlife (Phelps), the symbolic punctuation of the monument (Bierce) and the idea that inheritance 

constitutes the re-invention of one’s antecedents (James). 
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Introduction: “Against Infinite Grief” 

Mourning is regularly the reaction to the loss of a loved person, or to the loss of some 
abstraction which has taken the place of one, such as one’s country, liberty, an ideal, and so 
on. 

–Sigmund Freud, “Mourning and Melancholia”1 

The real romantic heritage---which is still with us today---is the theme of finitude. The idea 
that an apprehension of the human condition occurs primordially in the understanding of its 
finitude maintains infinity at a distance that’s both evanescent and sacred…. That’s why I 
think the only really contemporary requirement for philosophy since Nietzsche is the 
secularization of infinity. 

–Alain Badiou, “Being By Numbers”2 

A paradox often remarked upon by philosophers, literary critics, and historians is that the dominant 

American attitude toward death is one of simultaneous obsession and aversion. On the one hand, 

media culture fetishizes images of violent death. The murders, unusual deaths, mass shootings, and 

other calamities that flood news and entertainment media point not only to the ubiquity of demise in 

sudden or sensational circumstances but to its apprehension as a captivating spectacle. Common 

expressions like “if it bleeds, it leads” and “disaster porn” invoke the expected standards of 

contemporary journalism, not to mention films, TV, video games, and so on. On the other hand, 

impending death and bereavement are treated like awkward disturbances, frank discussion of which 

is best reserved for doctors and other professionals. As the historian Philippe Ariès famously argued, 

to a certain extent this phobic attitude expresses a gradual change in Western culture since the late 

18th century that saw, for example, the movement of cemeteries from European town centers to the 

periphery, indicating that death and mourning gradually lost their symbolic role of holding the 

community together.3 In other words, the common awareness of dying and grief already began to be 

marginalized from public life to the threshold of consciousness with the advent of modernity. There 
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is, however, something abrupt, extreme, and even morbid about the contemporary American 

attitude toward death. In one evocative passage, Ariès observes that 

Society as a whole behaves in the same manner as the hospital staff. If the dying man must 

overcome his anxiety and collaborate obligingly with the doctors and nurses, the unhappy 

survivor must hide his grief, refuse to withdraw into a solitude which would betray him, and 

must continue without a pause his life of social contacts, work and leisure — otherwise he 

would be avoided, and this avoidance would have an entirely different consequence from the 

ritual seclusion of traditional mourning. This seclusion was accepted by all as a necessary 

transition, and included such equally ritualized behavior as obligatory visits of condolence, 

“letters of consolation,” the “succor” of religion. Today this exclusion carries the implication 

of a reproof, similar to the treatment of those who have lost social status, the contagiously ill 

or sexual deviants: those who insist on grieving are shunned in the same way as those who 

are social misfits.4 

This passage is not only an eloquent depiction of problematic changes in historical attitudes but also 

hints at their subjective implications. In Ariès’ view, mourning, as well as the individual mourner, is 

taboo, stigmatized in a way that reminds us of the superstitions of putatively “primitive” tribal 

societies and ancient cultures. This is not directly because grief is a carried on in exclusion from the 

public — a state of things that has remained the norm in the West since the medieval period. Rather, 

it is almost the opposite: Without any allowance given for the ritual seclusion of bereavement, the 

pain of mourning is borne before a public gaze where it is subordinated to the normativizing 

attitudes of the “healthy” non-mourner. In consequence, the emotional reality of death is treated like 

an embarrassing obscenity to such an extent that, if the bereaved retreat from the prevailing 

discomfort, even their absence from social contact becomes a stigma. If the grief lasts longer than a 
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couple of weeks, he is a clinical case. In fact, the most recent, fifth edition of the Diagnostic and 

Statistical Manual (DSM-5) used as the authoritative text by the majority of mental health 

professionals, no longer considers bereavement an exception to diagnoses of depression.5 What was 

once accepted as a nonpathological reaction to loss, then, has become fully medicalized as a morbid 

condition that calls for psychiatric treatment.6 

Nor has this medicalization led to greater respect for subjective distress, as standard 

employment practices and the funeral industry perpetuate the sense that death is a disruption of 

productive, civilized life that is most appropriately handled by specialists within the professional 

managerial class. With the fanatic emphasis on growth characteristic of late modern capitalism, the 

difficult ordeal of mortality is routinely pushed aside as a costly and time-consuming drain of one’s 

profitable energy. Those who survive a death only inspire enough respect from their employers for 

less than a week of sometimes unpaid leave (and in the rapidly growing “gig” economy of short-term 

or freelance workers, only at their peril). Meanwhile funeral homes, latching onto that most 

venerable of human activities with expediency and professional tact, take advantage of the 

unwillingness of the bereaved to devote much energy to protest unreasonably high prices on caskets 

and services. But services are rendered, with the vaguely apologetic, meticulous performance of what 

industry dictates as tasteful condolence and reverence for finitude. 

All the same, nothing of death’s terrible anguish has diminished amid such strident 

civilizational advances. Our modern adverse relation to mortality, then, is not denial exactly, but the 

awareness of an apparently hopeless problem that is too awkward for sustained confrontation, let 

alone resolution. Given this outlook, perhaps there really is some substance to the idea that 

mourning has become pathological after all. Quoting the sociologist Edgar Morin, Ariès aptly 

summed up this currently prevailing attitude to death and dying as a “‘panic-stricken confrontation 
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in an atmosphere of anguish, neurosis, and nihilism,’ which takes ‘the form of a veritable crisis of 

individuality in the face of death.’”7 Ironically, despite its apparent threat to productivity and profit, 

it seems that the contemporary attitude toward mourning is excessively “productive” of alienated 

suffering and despair.  

Yet these hints remind us that accounting for the problem strictly in terms of contemporary 

practices supported by the inherent corruption of capitalism does not go far enough. Muckraking 

studies of the funeral industry in the vein of Jessica Mitford’s The American Way of Death continue to 

be popular, relevant, and needed, but Morin’s point about nihilism reminds us that there is a less 

immediately tangible dimension to the problem that necessitates a broader historical view. In 

attempting to trace its contours, Ariès and other scholars look especially to the period of the Civil 

War and its aftermath in the United States as a time in which sweeping consequential changes took 

place rapidly in mourning practices and religious beliefs. Historian and religion scholar Gary 

Laderman, for example, considers a number of dramatic changes in material practices affecting the 

deceased body during the war (improper burial, disappearance, modern embalming) alongside a 

gradual “dechristianization” of the meaning of death and the “decline in the symbolic value” of 

soldier corpses due to their oppressive overpresence to have all definitively contributed to 

problematic modern attitudes toward death.8 In a different vein, Clayton Crockett has argued that 

the cultural crisis of nihilism that philosophers like Hegel and Nietzsche identified with the “Death 

of God” are deeply implicated in the political and religious repercussions resulting from the South’s 

defeat in the Civil War, such that the 20th century revivalism of the Religious Right can be read 

politically and philosophically not only as a reaction to desegregation but as a “return of the 

repressed” of the Confederate defeat in the war.9 In today’s nightmarish climate of collusion 

between religious fundamentalism and contemporary capitalist nihilism on the far right, Crockett 

sees a deep affinity — “contemporary religion,” by which he means not only overt religious 

4 



 

 

practices and institutions but religious currents that are disavowed or repressed within postmodern 

culture, “is currently living off the remains of God’s corpse.”10 Hence, not only is the mourning of 

individuals at issue today but so too, in principle, is the (pathological) mourning of God. 

To be sure, many of the crises we face today, especially our paradoxical relation to death, 

appear to result from a certain unresolved mourning or infinite grief that begins to manifest itself 

historically and empirically in postbellum America. Here, even at its most obvious surface level in 

terms of the consequences and broader implications of mass death in the Civil War, “infinite grief” 

is not just a hyperbolic description, but an outline of the speculative stakes implied by the fact that 

so many American families had to figure out how to get on with life after the deaths of their sons, 

fathers, brothers, and husbands without the support of a consolatory doctrine that would speak to 

them or the reliance on ancient rituals they had formerly taken for granted. Despite the already high 

mortality rates of antebellum life (with an average lifespan of 40-43 years for whites and 20-23 years 

for slaves) and the devastating effects on populations of diseases like consumption or the yellow 

fever epidemics of the 1850s, the first half of the 1860s saw what was already a national crisis 

become exacerbated out of all proportion.11 Approximately 620,000 soldiers died in the war, over 

10,000 more than the combined total American deaths in every other war up until the Korean War. 

Nearly every family in the United States suffered a loss: 6 percent of the Northern population and 

18 percent of the Southern population of white males aged 13-43 were extinguished.12 Even aside 

from the destruction of land, livestock, and homes, the wrenching fratricidal context, and the other 

profound political and economic implications of the war’s destructiveness, the sheer numbers of the 

dead could not have done otherwise than to irrevocably change the country. 

Unlike other wars, the mass death of the Civil War posed a particular problem because the 

conditions in which death occurred owing to the technology, speed, and tactical conditions of 
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combat dramatized the clash of modernity with the beliefs and practices of antebellum culture, 

provoking a number of rapid, intense changes in funerary ritual and condolence custom. This fact, 

often only tangentially alluded to in general Civil War histories whose concerns have more to do 

with narrating the excitement of battle or the ideological strife over slavery, had consequences that 

in some ways, historian Drew Faust argues, went beyond the sectional divisions as a structure of 

common meaning, suggesting a “broader republic of shared suffering” that to this day lends Civil 

War historiography its characteristic note of melancholy poignancy.13 This phrase should not be 

overestimated as a positive outcome, as contemporary evidence offers ample proof to the contrary 

that any lasting reconciliation was ever established between the North and South — our 

contemporary historical moment, if anything, is a return of those grievances and unresolved 

mourning. Nonetheless, and crucially, Faust draws attention to the notion of the melancholic 

community of finitude as one ideological outcome of the war that, largely in consequence of the 

disruptions and changes caused to the culture of death, is an enduring historical stigmata that 

reminds us of the trauma we are continuing to live through. 

What made grief exceptionally difficult in the Civil War was the fact that antebellum funerary 

rituals that Americans had taken for granted could no longer be depended upon for a sense of order 

and consistency, let alone emotional assurance. One of the largest changes, for example, was the 

relocation of the principal scene of dying for young and middle-aged men from the domestic home 

to field hospitals. Antebellum life in the US was no stranger to death, but the majority of deaths 

happened in the home, where families witnessed the process of dying and the final moments. In this 

setting, the artes moriendi of the 12th and 13th centuries were practically revived in early 19th century 

America.14 At the center of these ritual codes was the ideal of the Good Death, the culmination of a 

series of prayers, recollections, and deathbed reminiscences that aimed at resolving the dying person 

to the next life. The Good Death, reinforced by centuries of Christian ritual, intertwined the 
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emotional bonds of family and domesticity with matters of the soul and the hereafter. The aim was 

to transition the dying to death in such a manner that the end would not bring terror but peace, even 

eagerness to move on to a joyous new phase of existence. In Stowe’s image of Little Eva’s corpse, 

for example, “the triumphant brightness of that face […] checked even the sobs of sorrow,” a detail 

recollected with special emphasis in stage adaptations and popular songs.15 

The moment of death gave the dying a chance to construct a narrative that would confer 

coherence to a life and thereby provide the palliating assurance of imaginary continuity despite life’s 

many accidents and often seemingly meaningless detours and divagations. These were not the usual 

stories one tells about oneself: The pressure of impending demise, sanctioned by religious belief in 

the sacredness of the moment, countered the pressures of normal repression, directing the words of 

the dying person in such a way that he selected images and found significances according to a 

different, more urgent pattern that he would have otherwise done. In “The Storyteller,” Walter 

Benjamin alludes to the authenticating power of such deathbed narratives, which could grant 

historical and spiritual authority to “even the poorest wretch” through a process of retroactive 

memory that “unfold[s] the views of himself under which he has encountered himself without being 

aware of it.”16 The deathbed story thus played a crucial role for mourners, granting them a way of 

situating the dying person’s account of his own life story within the social circuit of the family and 

community. Here, as historian John Neff describes, the deathbed had a “dialectical” and pedagogical 

function that helped console bereaved families — the mourner learned how to die, and how to look 

forward to dying, along with the loved one at the deathbed, who in turn looked to the assembled 

family for comfort and the strength to let go. Hence, in Neff’s characterization, the deathbed “lay at 

the center of a complex set of reciprocal interdependencies.”17 The dying “gained strength and 

resolve from those assembled, who in turn watched the death unfold for personal instruction, 

learning literally how to die.”18 During and after the war, however, this ancient ritual was no longer 
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the predominant way in which young and middle aged male members of a household died, as the 

dying began to be relocated to public institutions such as battlefield hospitals, most often at 

distances too great to allow for any gatherings of intimates who could witness the process of dying 

and have the assurance that the final moments were peaceful. By disrupting the dialectical 

equilibrium of the deathbed, the war caused incalculable distress to families who were no longer able 

to learn from the dead how to properly die or to have the opportunity to co-construct a cohesive life 

narrative with the dying relative.19 

For soldiers dying in battlefields or in military hospitals far from home, in the absence of 

such ideal domestic circumstances, letters from hospital staff or clergy detailing the last moments of 

life, last words and physical conditions of the dead were preciously sought out and urgently 

demanded. Families wanted to know whether their loved ones died a Good Death, whether they 

were reconciled to their faith, whether the passage was peaceful, etc., but the problem with such 

testimonies is precisely that they were formulaic and ritual-bound conventions. Something of the 

difference of the deceased that would be singular to the memory of mourners was needed. In the 

lieu of the deathbed story, however, and in the care of strangers for whom, if such a story were told, 

wouldn’t have had the same interest or familiarity to faithfully transmit it, another form of 

communication had to be substituted. This is where the “morbid” pathological information of the 

dying person’s physical condition and body before and after death becomes especially significant.20 

Laderman argues that Americans’ fascination with dead bodies, which was already a salient 

feature of antebellum culture, often occurred independently of religious and philosophical language 

about death, and thereby testified to the extent that the Protestant providential framework for 

understanding death had eroded. In its place, the material remains themselves became “a focus of 

emotional projection, the grave the site of desired reunion.”21 It was not uncommon for a grieving 
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husband or daughter to make daily visitations to the grave of their beloved. The shift was all the 

more dramatic during and after the war, then, as the corpse became detached from the site of 

grieving and as burials had to take place in distant locales and medical institutions. With this change, 

the subject of mortality was no less of a fixation, but the focus of expression necessarily had to take 

refuge in the non-material. 

Such changes in the symbolic registration of mourning could not help but contribute 

consequentially to bringing about corresponding changes in beliefs about the nature of death and 

the afterlife, particularly those that emphasized the status of the material and physical world. In a 

century marked by considerable advancements in scientific knowledge, such as Charles Lyell’s 1830s 

geological findings that the Earth was millions of years old, rather than the six or seven thousand 

years alleged in the Bible, and the publication of Darwin’s The Origin of Species in 1859, traditional 

religious doctrines already found themselves increasingly drawn into dispute or else reactively 

reaffirmed. When in 1832, Ralph Waldo Emerson announced he no longer believed in the divinity 

of Christ because the Copernican discovery made “the theological scheme of Redemption absolutely 

incredible,” he gave prescient voice to a nascent, if subdued, general skepticism in the more liberal 

and secular precincts of US culture that death would lead to an otherworldly transcendence.22 

Emerson’s transcendentalism, in effect, would search for a living alternative to transcendence after 

death. 

While the rift between beliefs and actualities grew, the Civil War introduced unprecedented 

slaughter. As the majority of Americans followed their impulse to turn to religion for assurance, they 

increasingly found that the moral dogmas of the 17th and 18th century Puritan and Calvinist doctrine, 

which envisioned Heaven as an entirely other state of existence with no relation to mortal life, no 

longer held sway. What was demanded instead was a vivid depiction of the afterlife as a continued, 
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interminable living-on of physical existence. Thus, although the majority of Americans after the war 

remained Christians, the emphasis had shifted in a way that decisively favored mortal existence 

exclusively, to the paradoxical extent that the afterlife became conceived of as an interminable 

mortal life — an infinite finitude. Religion was sought, both during and after the war, but the 

emphasis had changed: instead of providing a rational moralistic framework for interpreting reality, 

religion was increasingly turned to out of a sense of distress and the need for consolation. By the 

conclusion of the war “hundreds of thousands of soldiers, some believers before their enlistment 

but many converted by revivals that swept armies of both North and South, death became a fixation. 

But often it was not so much as a fear but as a promise—of relief, of salvation from war and 

suffering, and of an escape into a better world.”23 Here we see our hint about the beginnings of the 

modern contradictory attitude of disavowal and fixation on morality — it begins in the midst of the 

wave of despair the war had visited upon the already decomposing 18th century rational-deistic 

framework of extratemporal existence in favor of a conception of heaven that resembled a more 

comfortable version of mortal life. 

Eventually, for many Americans, the implausibility of eternity would eventually lead to the 

abandonment of the premise of an afterlife altogether, seeking more plausible secular metaphors of 

living-on. As scientific secularity advanced, the modern conception of the sublunary world as “all 

that is the case” achieved hegemony over the dualistic conception of mortal and immortal realms. In 

a review of Faust’s book, Adam Gopnik puts the matter concisely: 

For most of history, ordinary people lived their lives vertically, with reference to a Heaven 

above and a Hell below. Now we live our lives horizontally, with reference to a past that we 

can repair or extend, and to future generations for whom our sacrifices and examples may 

make a better life. (We live horizontally, too, in the knowledge of sex and death as shaping 
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principles.) The Civil War was one place in which this change got made. At the end of the 

war, the rituals that Faust catalogues were not merely secular but in their quiet way anti-

religious, grounding the meaning of the war entirely in the sublunary realm of gains and 

losses. It is as if the scale of death and suffering had vitiated the idea of a good God not so 

much by outright rejection as by forcing another rhetoric and language of explanation.24 

Such description neatly outlines the two poles of the postbellum change in attitudes toward 

mortality — the shift from beliefs in superlunary transcendence to the modern belief that we can 

only come to grips with death through the terms and conditions of our “horizontal” finitude. 

Significantly, both of these conceptions describe lived existence relative to a teleological purpose. 

The indefinitely long span of successive “horizontal” time has definitively replaced the notion of a 

“vertical” eternity outside time and correspondingly, the value for life of what characterizes the 

ultimate tendency of either “axis.” For the “vertical” orientation there is a telos of transcendent 

existence, where mortal life is subordinated to a hierarchy of otherworldly design, a chain of being 

that extends from the height of heaven to the depth of the earth. The brutality of the war forced 

upon the public the necessity to change the rhetoric of commemoration then appears to have 

provoked a definitive change toward the modern, “horizontal” framework of teleological meaning, 

which, as Gopnik rightly indicates, are predominantly shaped by finitude and sexuality as guiding 

influences and moral valuations. 

Alongside the shift in the “vertical” beliefs in transcendence to the “horizontal” emphasis on 

generation and memory, then, the 19th century US culture of death ritual also went from the 

domestic Good Death to the modern relation to finitude as a fixed idea, where the reality of death is 

kept at arm’s length where it can be gazed upon as though it were not so much a destination as an 

exotic spectacle. But in the transition between the one and the other view of death, we encounter a 
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peculiarity that reminds us of Gramsci’s famous observation: “The crisis consists precisely in the fact 

that the old is dying and the new cannot be born; in this interregnum a great variety of morbid 

symptoms appear.”25 The postbellum period was such an interregnum between two massive belief 

systems, in which the inability to move on from the loss of a loved one overlapped with the loss of 

faith in the idea that finitude was only a flickering moment within a grander eternity. 

One of the most dramatic examples of the way the rhetoric began to shift was in Lincoln’s 

Gettysburg Address. At Gettysburg, as with many battlefields throughout the war, the sight of 

exposed corpses near where soldiers had originally fallen was not an uncommon sight. The 

countryside was strewn with over 7, 000 hastily buried corpses, bodies that often had to be reburied 

when farmers disinterred them while plowing their fields, or in several instances, where hogs had 

dug up and partially devoured the remains.26 Acting on behalf of distraught citizens, David Wills of 

Gettysburg petitioned the governor of Pennsylvania to request that ground be purchased to allow 

for their proper burial. The project thus began as an exigent response to the materiality of death, but 

the significant political import of the dedication was not immediately apparent. To the surprise of 

the organizers, President Lincoln responded to a generic, widely circulated invitation to attend the 

dedication ceremony and then to a subsequent request to make a speech to “formally set apart these 

grounds for their sacred use.”27 It’s worth emphasizing this element of formality, because it is often 

forgotten that the speech was first and foremost a funeral oration whose purpose was especially to 

make what was for many Americans a gruesome and nightmarish memory of death and exposed 

bodies into a ceremony suitable to provide solace to grieving families.28 

In a way, then, Lincoln’s task was straightforward, well established by centuries of oratorical 

tradition—the dead had to commemorated in such a way as to tie the meaning of their deaths to the 

larger community of the living through spiritual and civic beliefs, especially those that served to 
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justify the war and the demand for further sacrifices. However, in a break from convention, the 

sacred meaning invoked for this gesture scarcely has any reference to God, but instead foregrounds 

the materiality of the dead themselves: Declaring that “in a larger sense we cannot hallow this 

ground” but that the deeds of the dead themselves as well as their bodies “have consecrated it, far 

beyond our poor power to add or detract.”29 Despite its seeming modesty, Lincoln’s speech invoked 

the transcendental structure of eternity in an unconventional way, tying the materiality of the dead 

and the site of their burial not to the traditional idea of otherworldly ascension or immortal fame, 

but for the sake of the worldly mission of emancipatory democracy as a contingent, embattled 

principle that might be lost. The consecration of the dead, according to Lincoln’s speech, was 

suspended in the idea that the dead have left “unfinished work” that it is up to the living to 

complete. Then, in a bold rhetorical move, Lincoln made the possibility of properly mourning the 

dead depend upon the will of the still-living to achieve victory in the war. This is the “resolve” of the 

final line: “It is rather for us to be here dedicated to the great task […] that we here highly resolve 

that these dead shall not have died in vain—that this nation, under God, shall have a new birth of 

freedom—and that government of the people, by the people, for the people, shall not perish from 

the earth.” 

The form of this promise is best exemplified by the grammar of the future anterior, where 

the past that is invoked retroactively in view of a possible future is also indefinite, because it is 

extended to an infinite temporal horizon: Should the Northern forces achieve victory and then 

achieve a “new birth of freedom” and then, beyond that, ensure that democracy never dies, then and 

only then by this guarantee, will the dead have had a proper consecration. If democracy lives upon the 

earth forever, then these dead shall not have died in vain but will be assured of immortality; but until 

that promise is fulfilled, their deaths might still not have been “worth it” and certainly, if the South 

had won, they would have been shamefully wasted. The redemptive structure of the promise in 
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Lincoln’s speech depends upon an indefinite temporal horizon where the dedication is suspended 

and unresolved. In other words, Lincoln makes use of the logic of the “infinite progress” to assure 

his listeners that the ongoing project of democracy will prevail after its “testing” and hallowing by 

the war.  Considered as a funeral oration, however, this infinite progress makes the sacrifice of the 

soldiers into an irresolvable mourning. Rather than appealing to an immortal existence in a heavenly 

plane, Lincoln maintained that the only way the dead could ‘live on’ is if the democracy for which 

they died would not “perish from the earth.” 

The power of Lincoln’s speech appeared to exert effects even regarding the mortality of its 

speaker. As Martha Hodes points out, after Lincoln’s assassination, Northern Americans turned to 

the Gettysburg Address simultaneously for civic and spiritual assurance: The speech’s infusion of 

liberal Protestantism and politics invoked a “civil religion,” which implied that believers could fulfill 

God’s intentions through continued civic action.30 Lincoln’s own death seemed to follow the logic 

that he had set forth in his famous speech, making him a martyr to the same cause he invoked in 

consecration of the Union dead, and retroactively bestowing upon his oration a prophetic aura. 

Through his death, the Union would continue along the road of its infinite progress. As Neff 

describes, Lincoln’s death and the national mourning that followed effectively “crystallized” the 

sacrificial meaning of the Cause Victorious, to the extent that the majority of the country, especially 

in the North, West, and Eastern seaboard, could forget that their version of the war— an ultimate 

redemptive struggle resulting in reconciliation, finally baptized by the martyr blood of the president 

himself— constituted a belief about America’s history that was not an uncontested reality for the 

entire country.31 

No small part in the success of the official tableaux of the war’s redemptive meaning was 

played by the way Lincoln’s body was presented for mourners. One of the first popular instances 
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that featured modern embalming techniques, the preservation of Lincoln’s corpse enabled the cross-

country funeral procession attended by thousands of Americans who could come and pay their 

respects. Unlike so many of the battlefield deaths of the war, then, Lincoln’s death, emblematized by 

his preserved corpse, was an instance wherein a Bad Death could be successfully converted into a 

“good death” and that transfiguration made a dramatic difference to the way his death and life were 

remembered.32 If Lincoln’s hesitation and sense of indefiniteness about the divine sanction on the 

immortal status of the dead made the Gettysburg Address seem painfully exposed to contingency, 

Lincoln’s own demise on Good Friday was more indicative of a divine sanction in part because the 

appearance of his physical body restored some of the antebellum conventions that had been lost. 

Hungry for divine signs, congregations across the North latched onto Lincoln’s parallels with Christ. 

The exception proves the rule: Seen in this light, the degree to which Lincoln’s death became 

emblematic of the national meaning of the war expresses, by contrast, the acuteness with which 

Americans felt the loss of a ‘vertical’ transcendent realm. For the winning side of the country, the 

commemoration of Lincoln’s corpse brought the semblance of closure (if not its actuality) to a 

catastrophic period. 

The Confederates, too, practiced the abstraction of mourning via the transcendental horizon 

of finitude in their commemorative practices. The attempt to achieve closure was less easy to pull 

off, however, not just for overt political reasons but in terms of the material difficulties of dealing 

with the dead. At Richmond’s Hollywood Cemetery, for example, the influx of slain men from the 

1862 Pennsylvania Campaign was so great and the ability of civilian volunteers to identify and bury 

the bodies so time-consuming that a new funeral custom developed: instead of conducting services 

for individuals, strangers were invited to assemble as surrogate mourners for services conducted for 

several dead men at a time.33 These congregants’ only bond to the dead was the allegiance to the 

common cause of Southern rebellion and yet surviving families depended upon them no less to 
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witness, feel, and remember their loved ones. Here, Faust invokes Benedict Anderson’s notion of 

“imagined community” to show that this shift from individual funerary commemoration to an 

abstract sentiment meant to honor the finitude of the collective dead entailed an ideological, fully 

politicized disposition toward death where even “a name or identity was no longer necessary.” 

Instead, “these men were now part of the Confederate Dead, a shadow nation of sacrificed lives to 

be honored and invoked less for themselves than for the purposes of the nation and society 

struggling to survive them.”34 

An iconic instance of this reification of the work of mourning into an ideological ‘mournful’ 

collective sentiment was the burial of Captain William D.  Latane, which proved to be significant for 

the postwar Confederate memorialization movement.35 When Robert E. Lee took command of the 

Army of Northern Virginia in June, 1862, he ordered his cavalry commander, J.E.B. Stuart to 

conduct a bold series of diversionary raids along the perimeter of the Union force in the region in an 

effort to determine the outlay of Union troops and to disrupt lines of communication and supplies. 

The success of the raids boosted Southern morale, particularly since they only resulted in a single 

death, that of Captain Latane. Unable to retrieve or visit his body, Latane’s widow sent her slave 

with a minister to perform burial services after the battle, but the lingering presence of Union forces 

in the region turned him away. Instead, the Brockenbourgh family, who had no connection to the 

Latanes other than that they belonged to the same side of the conflict, ordered their slaves to build a 

coffin for the captain and bury him there, while Mrs. Willoughby Newton, sister-in-law of Mrs. 

Brockenbourgh, read from The Book of Common Prayer. The incident was highly popular in Southern 

newspapers, and inspired first a poem then, in turn, an iconic painting, The Burial of Latane (1864) by 

the Virginian William D. Washington. In the painting, the sorrowful assembly of the Brockenbourgh 

family and their slaves around the site of burial are deliberately made to invoke the pieta, with 

Newton gazing beatifically toward heaven. Like the sermons at Hollywood cemetery, the painting 

16 

https://movement.35


 

 

 

sought “to define and celebrate Confederate nationalism, identifying the soldier’s corpse as at once 

the source of and meaning of the body politic.”36 A legend was thus born where the displacement of 

the corpse and the practice of surrogate mourning determined the way death’s tragic significance 

transmitted into a larger “infinity” of ideological destiny. Southerners who gazed upon The Burial of 

Latane were constantly reminded not only of the sentimental solidarity of Confederate bonds, but of 

the restrictions that the enemy had placed upon families’ ability to mourn. Such grievances would 

not soon be forgotten, but would form a powerful undercurrent within the Confederate monument 

movement. 

The displacement of the corpse and the practice of surrogate mourning show the beginning 

of a slide toward a generalized or abstract mourning taking the place of individual commemorative 

practices, where the tragic significance of mourning begins to get ‘stretched’ over vaster and more 

diffuse symbolic territory. Of course, there has never been a time in human history when the 

occasion of grief, especially over soldiers, public figures, and leaders, hasn’t lent itself to ideological 

and religious uses. Almost invariably, however, these overtures are done in a way that carefully ties 

the ritual commemorations of the physical body sacrificially to national and spiritual causes. What 

made the Civil War anomalous was that intensification of the demand for mourning could not be 

met by the established symbolic practices, especially due to the concurrent decline of the ability of 

traditional Protestantism to provide meaningful consolation. Add to that the problem that the 

spectacle of the corpse, practically fetishized by antebellum Americans, was now displaced from the 

family home that centuries of ritual had established as the symbolic hub of mourning. By the sudden 

absenting of this central element of funerary practice, the central focus of grief had to take 

predominantly immaterial channels — but if the immaterial dimension provided by religion was no 

longer stable, and the ideological “infinite” of national and political futurity was dangerously 
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contingent and contestable, where were the dead to go? More precisely, how could mourning resolve 

if there was no longer any “place” for the dead to definitely leave the scene of mortal life? 

At a critical point in her argument, Faust tries to account for the frequently repeated 

frustration expressed in the correspondences of civilians and soldiers, that they could not fully 

“realize” their losses, “using the word with now antiquated precision to mean to render it real in 

their own minds.”37 Turning to Freud, Faust compares the Civil War outlook on death to the 

psychoanalyst’s distinction between mourning and melancholia. If mourning, according to Freud, 

consists in the recognition that a loved object does not exist, in melancholia “one cannot see clearly 

what it is that has been lost” and in consequence is stuck in a “profoundly painful dejection” 

accompanied by “cessation of interest in the outside world [and] loss of capacity to love.” For Freud, 

mourning involves a form of psychical labor (Trauerarbeit), a process whereby the bereaved’s bonds 

to the loved object are detached through “piecemeal” efforts of remembering and forgetting, 

resulting eventually in a re-attachment to new love and a redefinition of the bond between living and 

dead.38 In melancholia, however, the event of loss is so profoundly bound up with the survivor’s 

sense of self that the subject overidentifies with the dead person, and starts to behave as though he 

were dead to life. Not knowing exactly what it is precisely about the dead person’s relation to him 

that the melancholic feels so acutely as a painful dejection, the site of loss cannot be adequately 

localized and spreads diffusively over his whole existence. In the same way that multiple injuries can 

dull the intensity of a single cut, a kind of numbing takes place in reaction to this ruination of one’s 

inner world. At the same time, the melancholic’s thoughts are flooded with self-contempt and guilty 

recrimination, an endless stream of fresh pain issuing from an unconscious source. What Freud 

discovered through the repeated testimonies of his analysands is that these reproaches, on closer 

scrutiny, were in fact grievances that were originally aimed at the deceased, but that had to be 
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suppressed while he was still alive. As a rule, the true addressee of these violent thoughts had to 

remain hidden from consciousness and one of the means of disguise was the generalization of injury. 

Outwardly, hence, the manifestation of this self-torture would appear as a kind of frozen 

condition, as if part of one’s character. Thus, Faust is right to delineate: “mourning is a process with 

an end; melancholia a state, and, in Freud’s terms, a pathology.”39 For increasing numbers of 

Americans, she suggests, the effect of mass death, the disruption of ritual, and the disavowal of 

doubt about the afterlife resulted in an intensification of loss that, at the same time, had made its 

reality indefinite, a situation that resembled the symptoms of melancholia as Freud described them. 

In such conditions, the temptation to the denial of unsettling or painful realities was too great to be 

ignored and so the possibility of attaining any of the “genuine consolations of mourning [were] 

severely compromised.” As a period of crisis both of speculative belief and of the practice of 

mourning, then, the postbellum was a time when death became unhinged from its former 

framework of understanding and was forced to take a radically different shape. It may therefore be 

the case that, speaking in Freudian terms, in the United States, mourning and melancholia changed 

places. As melancholy and depression became norms in so many postwar households, mourning, as 

a tarrying with the event of personal loss and a gradual process that resolves in a profound psychic 

change, had become a marginal phenomenon and eventually would be considered a pathological 

relation to death.   

Key to this shift in norms is a certain change in the inverse relationship between death and 

mourning. For most of Western history until the mid-19th century, death was a self-certain necessity 

that life progressed toward, a fixity that moral and religious education required reckoning with at all 

points. But the tradeoff with this sense of death’s omnipresent gravity is that it made the event of 

death something long accepted and prepared for, an inexorable fate. Hence, mourning could achieve 
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consolation through a process that focused upon the necessity of death itself as a divinely-ordained 

reality. The horror of the Civil War, however, had raised the specter of omnipresent contingent death 

and produced an image of mortality that one could seldom anticipate or prepare for. With this 

unfixedness of the event of death, grief over the hovering prospect of finitude became more 

indefinite and diffuse. Consequently, mourning too ceased to have a stable referent and it became 

harder to distinguish mourning as a process from the melancholy disposition toward death generally. 

A shift had taken place at the level of the public’s belief in the nature of finitude—no longer 

necessary, death could happen at any moment, just as mourning ceased to include the elements of 

death preparation that had formerly been a mainstay of the antebellum cult of domesticity. 

Mourning no longer had a sure meaning as a process and so the sense of grief as leading to 

consolation diminished. 

For these reasons, understanding mourning in terms of the privilege it places on the 

formation of beliefs about death and finitude is especially important, because what is at issue in grief 

is ultimately a theoretical problem. Insofar as mourning is a process and mode that is distinct from 

other modalities of loss, it supposes that the cause of grief (i.e. “death’) is grasped as a distinct, 

meaningful event. The “death” that causes mourning must be “accepted” in some sense, whether as 

a finality, a necessity or a passage to another state—in any event something is given or posited that 

goes beyond what can be empirically demonstrated. Moreover, mourning implies a teleology that 

would account for what it means as a process. Without this teleological dimension, any stable 

consolation for a death would be strictly inconceivable, as would any state of living after another’s 

death that would be a non-mourning of that death.  The idea that mourning has an “end” implies a 

teleological trajectory that extends beyond the finitude of the deceased (within the survivor’s life) 

but cannot encompass the finitude of the survivor. If it were otherwise, if mourning did not fall short 

of the survivor’s finitude, then “mourning” would be identical with existence — it would not be a 
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process, therefore, nor would the “work of mourning” have any meaning since literally nothing 

could be done. When people regularly discussed and took seriously theological conceptions of 

eternity, the “end” of a life simply meant the end of one existence but not the end of all existence. To 

mourn the dead was to reconcile oneself to their continued existence in another, foreign dimension; 

to respect the otherness of the dead. Life for the survivor would continue in a separate realm from 

the underworld, but the dead would continue to have existence in their own place. Our modern 

world has since accepted on faith that any set of existences other than this one finite existence that 

the living share is naïve, and so there can be no alternative but to say that death is “it,” full stop. Of 

course, no one denies that mourning is “natural” (although contemporary biopolitical capitalism is 

nonetheless bent on medicalizing and commodifying it), but in our contemporary cynicism about 

speculative matters like infinity or immortality, where can mourning conclude except in an 

overcoming of the naïve idea that the dead live on in some other form of existence? In other words, 

the end of mourning is thought to be nothing more than an acceptance or “recognition” (itself little 

more than a form of emotional coercion to the “fact”) of finitude itself. 

It is therefore only in measure of the immensity of the problem we have been tracing that 

we find ourselves today scarcely better off than in the decades following the Civil War. The majority 

of critics today hesitate to affirm mourning as an end-oriented process, or else confuse the “end” of 

mourning with finitude itself. This, in turn, leads to squeamishness when it comes to regarding 

melancholia as a “pathology”—after all, if the World Health Organization defines depression as a 

“common mental disorder” that causes suffering for over 300 million people worldwide, is the 

“leading cause of disability” and “is a major contributor to worldwide disease,” at what point do we 

just admit that this is a normal disorder and get on with it40? To the contrary, it is mourning, what our 

benighted ancestors thought was normal, that is now a pathological reaction to the most obvious 

reality! 
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The contemporary theorization of mourning, in other words, collapses the distinction 

between mourning and melancholia by recourse to the theme of finitude: Mourning is assumed to 

be without possible resolution because only an awareness and acceptance of the idea that finitude 

defines the human condition is sufficient to put the dead to rest. However, since finitude is also thought 

to define the essential limits of what humanity is capable of, all of this amounts to is saying that 

mourning should lead us to accept our own human limitations, or in other words, to deny the 

possibility of the impossible, the “infinity” inclusive of, but not limited to, the finite. The logical 

conclusion to this way of thinking is that of a radical skepticism that undermines in advance the 

positing of any value. As Alain Badiou has argued recently, such a disposition defines the attitude of 

nihilism today as “the negative subjectivation of finitude […] the organized or anarchic (either is 

possible) consciousness that because we die, nothing is important.” This idea preemptively crushes 

the potential of humanity because it supposes a teleological horizon but without anything at the end 

we might strive for except resignation to absolute loss.  For each and every life, nothing goes past 

the brutal repetition of the thought that mortality is the highest point of possibility: “Death is the 

means by which humanity indefinitely repeats its constitutive finitude. That’s the meaning of the 

meditation pursued in Ecclesiastes: ‘Nothing new under the sun’. That is, that everything is heading 

toward death, without death itself changing anything. [Which then brings us to] the magnificent 

metaphor ‘All the streams flow into the sea, and the sea is never full’. This community-in-death is 

also an annihilation of time, absolutely cancelling out time’s creative capacity […].”41 

Of course, this thought is very old, recognizable in Solomon’s vanitas, or, even further back, 

in the cynical last words of Socrates that Crito should sacrifice “a cock to Asclepius,” the god of 

health (implying, as Nietzsche puts it succinctly, that “life is a disease”).42 But the problem has received 

both a potential secular resolution and a vexing new twist due to the modern reception of Freud, 
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because it was part of the novelty of psychoanalysis to theorize sexuality, not an existential 

awareness of mortality, as the horizon of human experience. As Jean Laplanche put it: 

In the unconscious, death would be always the death of the other, a destruction or a loss we 

provoke, and we would accede to some intuition of our own mortality only through an 

ambivalent identification with a loved person whose death we simultaneously fear and desire: 

essentially in mourning. So that, more modestly perhaps in relation to the temptations of the 

heroic formulation, “If you want life, prepare for death” might be translated as “If you want 

life, prepare for the death of the other.”43 

In psychoanalysis, death is radically foreclosed from the unconscious. The reason for this is the 

logical conclusion of the fact that there is no afterlife—without any standpoint from which to 

relativize death, it is impossible to have an experience of mortality directly or even indirectly in the 

sense of what it would mean to cease existing. The closest I come to knowing or having experience 

of death is the death of another—most intensely, in mourning. In this light, my relation to death is 

not really an existential affair but a social phenomenon in which my fears, hopes or even desires 

about mortality refer not to an eventual future (i.e. my own death) but to a punctual loss, the 

historical event of the death of someone I care about, whose symbolic significance, it is true, extends 

well beyond its immediate occurrence, but not therefore indifferently over all existence. What’s 

salubrious about this perspective is that it can potentially put at ease some of the worries having to 

do with the collapse of religious metaphysics. At least, if we look at the terror of death as 

fundamentally about an experience of the past and if we put the emphasis on historic loss, then, in a 

way, there is no longer any cause to believe our fear of death refers to an ambiguous, impending 

danger, as if we can anticipate it. Strictly speaking, death is a definite event in the unconscious insofar 

as it relates to the irreplaceable mark of another’s death. The “worst” experience conceivable is 
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something that happens to someone I love, which is an unbearable anguish, but nonetheless one 

that refers to a specific time and place in which certain contextualized meanings can be drawn. The 

event of mourning moreover expresses a radical potentiality—in losing the other something has 

been lost in both myself and my world and, in facing this death, I must learn what makes life worth 

living. An opportunity therefore presents itself for me not only to redraw my path through life but 

to envision and engage with the world that the other’s loss has illuminated. Instead of an end, death 

can be a beginning, a challenging new threshold in which life and what is of ultimate value can be re-

evaluated and grasped anew. 

It’s very easy for this line of thinking to get derailed, however, by sliding back into the 

traditional notion of death as leading to a transcendent realm of existence, or, in lieu of one, a 

transcendent void. In other words, even if we assume that death is always the death of the other, we can 

still be led to think that the process of mourning ‘leads’ ultimately to an awareness or conscious 

acceptance of death as our common lot (whereas, again, this ‘acceptance’ and awareness was 

distinguished from the process of grief in earlier times). This assumption, which expresses the 

theoretical problem of “infinite grief” that I am exploring in this study, makes the experience of 

mourning an “endless” affair that, ironically, involves a denial of the historicity of loss, and so blocks 

or prohibits any process of mourning. If the Other’s death overlaps with my own as though they are 

identical phenomena, then the prospect of mourning can literally take up my entire lifetime. 

Contrary to what the Freudian theory of mourning actually entails, its misapprehension via the theme 

of finitude means that the significance of the death of another person doesn’t replace the thought of 

individual mortality but actually combines with it, creating an interdependency of finitudes. Thus, 

when my beloved dies, his loss is just one more dark drop in a pool of total black— because his 

death only has meaning through an acceptance of (my own) finitude, I mourn my own life through his. 

If “death would be always the death of the other,” as Laplanche says, then a dangerous misreading 

24 



 

 

  

 

  

consists in this reverse formula: the other’s death always signals my own. By extension, every loss for 

which I might feel the pangs of grief leads me to assent to an imaginary martyrdom. At once self-

serving and alienating, such an enmeshment of self and other in relation to finitude would make 

grief into an endless redundancy and reduce the singularizing articulations of mourning to a generic 

sense of life’s futility or vanitas. 

In evocation of such an enmeshing finitude, Tammy Clewell has put forward the influential 

claim that the later Freud endorsed such an interminable or “endless mourning” against the theory 

that he had originally proposed in “Mourning and Melancholia.” In her article, “Mourning Beyond 

Melancholia: Freud’s Psychoanalysis of Loss,” Clewell endorses a now popular view that Freud’s 

early account of mourning in “Mourning and Melancholia” had egregiously proposed a “successful” 

model of bereavement wherein at the end of mourning, the mourner should sacrifice her erotic 

investment in the beloved object through an aggressive renunciation and severance of its bonds and 

wholly reinvest in a replacement object. This early Freudian theory of mourning, Clewell argues, is 

“self-serving” because it was focused predominantly on the narcissistic dimension of the mourner 

and was therefore uninterested in the alterity of the deceased.44 Furthermore, Clewell problematizes 

Freud’s account of the aggressivity of mourning, wherein the mourner recognizes that he felt anger 

or reproach toward the deceased and even in some sense may have benefitted from the death. Of 

course, such thoughts, especially if they are directed at a loved person, can be apprehended as 

hateful and disturbing, why is why they are unconscious. The process of mourning, however, brings 

the mourner’s ambivalence to conscious awareness in order to relinquish the hold of the dead over 

the living. Clewell’s reading acknowledges this element, but sees it as ultimately problematic because 

she assumes Freud’s idea of mourning is conventional and conservative, belonging to “a 

longstanding epistemological and cultural tradition in which the subject acquires legitimacy at the 
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expense of the other’s separateness and well-being, a tradition in which the subject neutralizes the 

enduring pain of loss by accepting consolation in the form of a substitute for what has been lost.”45 

It’s true that the element of aggressivity is one of the links between mourning and 

melancholia, according to Freud. In fact, the only way to overcome the problem of melancholic 

attachment is for the melancholic to mourn the lost object. Freud writes: “Just as mourning impels 

the ego to give up the object by declaring the object to be dead and offering the ego the inducement 

to love, so does each single struggle of ambivalence loosen the fixation of the libido to the object by 

disparaging it, denigrating it and even as it were killing it.”46 Clewell, however, takes issue with this 

idea that the melancholic mourner has to “kill off” the attachment to the lost object and suspects 

that this “clearly demonstrates that his early account of melancholia assumes a subject who might 

exist without its losses, a subject capable of repudiating attachments to lost others.”47 The admission 

of violence, particularly when it involves severing the bonds with the dead object, seems selfish from 

her perspective and even malicious insofar as it would seem to privilege the self-preservation of the 

survivor over the marginal status of the dead. Hence, she claims that in “‘Mourning and Melancholia’ 

Freud assumes that the subject’s primary concern is to its own desire and not the objects of this 

desire.”48 

This is a troubling assumption, because it precisely conflates mourning and melancholia, 

collapsing the distinction that was the main point of Freud’s comparison of the two conditions. 

Contrary to Clewell’s characterization throughout her essay, Freud does not view mourning as a 

process limited to the ego or to naricissistic injury. In technical language, mourning concerns an 

“anaclitic” object relationship (object-centered instead of ego-centered) where the bond to the other 

is emphasized independently of the needs of narcissistic self-preservation.49 This is why the mourner 

experiences the loss of the other primarily as the world’s loss, whereas the melancholic is largely 
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preoccupied for what the other’s death immediately means for his own interests and sense of 

identity. Freud writes: “In mourning it is the world which has become poor and empty; in 

melancholia it is the ego itself.”50 What is felt to be lost to the mourner, that makes the world feel 

poor and empty, is the permanent damage caused by an irreversible loss, which the mourner is 

consciously aware of to the extent that she can easily trace its implications. The death of the lost 

object therefore causes the world to change due to the sudden departure of a member of the living 

community. Realizing this, the mourner knows that what has been lost is ‘bigger’ than what the dead 

other meant to her personally. This expansive relation of loss is even how, for Freud, mourning 

constitutes the primal origin of theory. In Totem and Taboo, he states that “man’s first theoretical 

achievement—the creation of spirits” arose precisely in response to the moral observance of social 

customs respecting the taboos of the dead body. But it was not an immediate reaction owing to the 

needs of self-preservation but one having more to do with the contemplation of external reality: “If 

the survivors’ position in relation to the dead was really what first caused primitive man to reflect, 

and compelled him to hand over some of his omnipotence to the spirits and to sacrifice some of his 

freedom of action, then these cultural products would constitute a first acknowledgment of ‘Ananke’ 

[Necessity], which opposes human narcissism.”51 In this respect, we could perhaps see that if, as 

Clewell charges, Freud truly belongs to that “long-standing […] tradition” in which “the subject 

acquires legitimacy at the expense of the other’s separateness and well-being,” he also analyzes that 

tradition in terms of a genealogy of self-sacrifice that in fact puts virtually all the emphasis of “well-

being” and “separateness” on the side of the Other.  In Freudian theory, the origin of law (Ananke) 

in the event of mourning is what constitutes the Other’s alterity and the condition of possibility for 

the contemplation of the separateness of the dead from the living. 

For Clewell, however, the object of her essay is ultimately to support the idea that Freud’s 

later theory implies a melancholic structure of the ego (what Clewell calls the “elegiac ego”), in order 
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to propose a second theory of mourning or “endless mourning” that could be affirmed as an ethics 

of alterity and vigilant faithfulness to the lost object. Given that her argument is focused on this 

objective, she misrecognizes the earlier Freud’s theory of mourning as “self-serving,” thereby 

conflating the object-relation of mourning with melancholic narcissism, in order that her eventual 

move to reclaim mourning ‘beyond’ melancholia can circumvent the violence of aggressivity. Citing 

Freud’s statement in The Ego and the Id that the unconscious ego is a “precipitate of lost object 

relations,” in addition to a personal letter of condolence Freud wrote to his friend, Clewell argues 

that the later Freud supposes an “elegiac ego” where what he formerly analyzed as melancholia has 

now become a normative structure of the human mind.52 Fully endorsing this idea of normative 

melancholy, Clewell then pushes the conception a bit further to propose a new theory of mourning 

post-melancholia. This trajectory appears most clearly in a couple of rhetorical questions: “How 

might we reconceive the unresolved grief in melancholic mourning as a foundation for an 

affirmative theory of endless mourning? How might recognizing the trace of the lost other that 

resides within the ego lead away from the aggression of melancholy and toward an affirmation of 

enduring attachments that no work of mourning can sever?”53 Clewell’s line of questioning thus 

reveals the problematic assumption at work in the theoretical affirmation of endless mourning—that 

there must be an avoidance of the violence of severance and that we should ‘affirm’ our enduring 

attachments forever. A moral injunction leads the way for a revisionist implication—we can say that 

Freud would support a theory of endless mourning because we must avoid the violence of severing 

past attachments. Clewell thereby endorses an ethics that refuses consolation in favor of an endless 

mourning that would remain ever vigilant and faithful to the memory of the other’s alterity, even at 

the cost of perpetually suffering from the open wound of unresolved loss.  

In my view, Clewell’s assessment of Freudian mourning and her proposal of an endless 

mourning that would overcome her imputed ontology of melancholy is a clear demonstration of the 
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symptomatic conflation of mourning and certain problems associated with postmodernism’s “bad 

infinity.” What I mean by the “bad infinity” is the metaphysical fiction that an ineffable presence 

resides just beyond the limits of thought, where “thought” is given as a property of finite bodies. 

There, beyond the limits of (finite) thought, on the margins of language, is where the Other exists as 

a separate, wholly other, plenitude. Of course, if this Other were examined more closely, the 

symbolic fictions and toxic heritage of conservative traditions would violently intrude and thereby 

violate its plenitude, and so there can only be a vague intimation of what this alterity of this Other 

consists of. Effectively, nothing can be said about this Other except by way of a certain via negativa— 

i.e. ‘whatever she is, the one whom I loved is not reducible to how I imagine or remember her. Even 

while alive, she was not who I thought she was and now that she’s dead, I must go in search of her, 

but I cannot find her because the moment I believe I have made my discovery, it will immediately be 

in the sense of a proprietary “mine” that is antithetical to her absolute otherness. Hence, I can never 

recover her, though I go in pursuit on my endless path of mourning, my infinite progress, in hopes 

that, despite everything I may come to know what I cannot, and in the last resort am forbidden to 

know—what? Her essence or in-itselfness.’ 

How do we find ourselves in such mystifications? Perhaps the key problem in Clewell’s 

assessment is the way she misrecognizes the tendency of the aggressivity in Freud’s early theory: 

when she assumes that the violence of severance is necessarily unethical. Here it should be clarified that 

this severance, in Freud’s sense, is not about a willful wholesale forgetting of the other’s existence, 

nor is its “killing off” an act that affirms the hatred of the object as some monstrous final adieu that 

kicks the deceased into oblivion, never to be heard from again. Instead, what is ‘killed off’ is nothing 

more than a certain set of generalized images of the dead, idealizations chosen by the mourner 

precisely to cover over the painful recognition of his or her difference with the deceased. The point 

to consider here is that it is not that this violence is necessarily antithetical to the ways in which the 
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dead person lived or loved in distinction from the ways the mourner loved her. The point, rather, is 

that the aggressivity of severance is actually constitutive of the very possibility of relationality in 

general. What is at stake is the dimension of symbolic law as what separates and through this 

separation, makes possible individuation. 

In regard to this violence of individuation, Freud’s discussion of mourning in “Mourning 

and Melancholia” is attentive to an ethics, albeit one that was already beginning to become 

marginalized, that acknowledges and respects the otherness of the dead—this is even why he is 

baffled, from the standpoint of the pleasure principle, why so many people would undergo such a 

painful experience “as a matter of course.” The fantasy of the continuation of the loved object’s 

existence would seem to minimize the pain to the self, so why wouldn’t the melancholic denial of loss 

be the preferred option? What is at issue in mourning is precisely the difference of the beloved, the 

sense in which I become aware that what the object was “for me” was never just for me alone, but 

was much bigger and has implications that mean that not only will my life never be the same again, 

but the world itself has lost something irreplaceable. This is not so much a mutually exclusive 

distinction, since acknowledging the effects of the beloved’s loss from the world is really the 

extension and refined expression of witnessing the effects of loss upon one’s own person. In 

honoring the loved one’s passing from the world, I trace how the world has changed in result of that 

passage, which also means I forcibly reject the empty platitudes and self-serving idealizations I might 

retain of him. Rather, as I narrow in upon his singular individuality, I necessarily kill off false notions 

and idealizations that do not do justice to the way the loss registers its continuing influence, not only 

on me directly but in the world around me. Through this necessary violence, the work of mourning 

operates to clarify the place of the beloved. But once that place has been cleared, another task 

remains: how to live with its emptiness. Which is to say: how to inherit. 
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In his last published (unfinished) essay, “An Outline of Psychoanalysis” Freud devoted his 

final section to describing the types of inheritance dealt with in psychoanalysis. Reviewing the three 

topographical agencies—the id, the ego and the superego—Freud wanted to speculate on their 

historical dimension and implications. On the one hand, the id, the seat of the drives, was the 

archaic heritage of generations—which is to say, “heredity” which Freud understood in a 

Lamarckian sense as an unconscious set of constitutional givens that appear in individuals at birth. 

Then, the superego, which in each individual is the “heir of the Oedipus complex” and the locus of 

law and necessity, is the product of education, culture and ideology. Like the id, these inheritances 

could be thought of as derived elements that are given or handed down to individuals, often in a 

passive sense. They are formative influences that, at an unconscious level, determine one’s 

expectations and inform one’s inferences. As for the ego, this was the dimension that had the most 

ambiguous relation to history, a kind of intermediary between the relatively short timescale of the 

superego and the ‘deep time’ of the id: “[B]oth represent the influences of the past — the id the 

influence of heredity, the super-ego the influence, essentially, of what is taken over from other 

people — whereas the ego is principally determined by the individual’s own experience, that is by 

accidental and contemporary events.” Hence, if the ego could not be considered the origin of 

human agency, it seemed to contain the elements of mediation responsible for making decisions and 

reflective judgments. A life history may be inscribed in the ego, (the aforementioned sense in which 

it is the “precipitate of lost object cathexes”), it was no less the domain of an agency that could not 

be given over entirely to an other time, one which is accordingly defined by the way it inherits the past. 

At the end of An Outline he again describes this agency of ‘what inherits’: 

Those who have a liking for generalizations and sharp distinctions may say that the external 

world, in which the individual finds himself exposed after being detached from his parents, 
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represents the power of the present; that his id, with its inherited trends, represents the 

organic past; and that the super-ego, which comes to join them later, represents more than 

anything the cultural past, which a child has, as it were, to repeat as an after-experience 

during the few years of his early life. It is unlikely that such generalizations can be universally 

correct. Some portion of the cultural acquisitions have undoubtedly left a precipitate behind 

them in the id; […] not a few of the child’s new experiences will be intensified 

because they are repetitions of some primaeval phylogenetic experience. 

Quoting Goethe’s Faust, he concludes: 

‘Was du ererbt von deinen Vätern hast, 

Erwirb es, um es zu besitzen.’ 

[What thou hast inherited from thy fathers, 

acquire it to make it thine.] 

There are, in other words, two main sources of heritage: the ancient past of the id and the cultural 

past of the superego. But the agency of what inherits is something else, that cannot be determined by 

the past but is precisely rooted in the past’s indetermination or constitutive incompleteness. It is this 

locus of inheritance that is proper to the ethical theory and practice of psychoanalysis insofar as the 

remains the capacity of the ego or self to mediate and even rewrite and thereby change past 

inheritances. This idea is embodied in the Goethe quote: “What thou hast inherited from thy fathers 

[i.e. as a heritage], acquire it to make it thine.” The subject of inheritance thereby has the power to 

rewrite one’s determinations and even to retroactively change one’s antecedents. That is to say, that 
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Freud speculated that there is an active inheritance that is possible whereby one “acquires” one’s 

inheritances, thereby transforming or re-inventing them. 

The main theoretical claim of this dissertation is that mourning is not endless, but has an end 

that is no less than this active inheritance or re-invention of the social bond between subjects, including 

those that attach the living to the dead. My contention is that the ethics and politics of mourning are 

effectively the ethics and politics of inheritance, such that whenever intense experiences of grief or 

loss are at issue, the conflicts in question are not between life and death, but between the past and 

the potential for the past’s reinvention. Thus, by “inheritance,” I mean not only that which remains 

and what we are left with, but also the activity of inheriting, by means of which the past is acquired as 

one’s antecedent condition. Conversely, this also means that inheritance, or re-invention, 

necessitates coming to terms with the singular historicity of loss, in order to locate therein the “knot” 

of inheritance as a potential for approaching the world in a new way. 

This brings us to a second point from “Mourning and Melancholia” that is constantly 

misrecognized, even more so than the nature of the unconscious aggressivity of the mourner or 

melancholic: The relation to the lost object in mourning is not to the identity of the deceased as a 

whole object, but as a partial object (or object a, in Lacan’s sense). Here we have a second Freud 

quote that decisively distinguishes mourning and melancholia, in which the awareness of loss is not 

sufficient to address the source of the melancholic’s pain: “[…] even if the patient is aware of the 

loss which has given rise to his melancholia, [it is] only in the sense that he knows whom he has lost 

but not what he has lost in him.”54 In other words, the object of loss is not a whole person, not a 

“who,” but a “what,” or more precisely, a “what” of the “who”—a symbolic set of determinations 

along the lines of a particular thread whose meaning is irreducibly singular and, at the same time, 
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universal. That is, the “what” of the “who” is the precise place in the symbolic universe that the 

departure of the dead irreparably alters. Joan Copjec puts this point well: 

Someone dies and leaves behind his place, which outlives him and is unfillable by anyone 

else. This idea constructs a specific notion of the social, wherein it is conceived to consist 

not only of particular individuals and their relations to each other, but also as a relation to 

these unoccupiable places. The social is composed, then, not just of those things that will 

pass, but also of relations to empty places that will not. This gives society an existence, a 

durability, despite the rapid and relentless alterations modernity institutes. If, with the 

collapse of eternity, the modern world is not decimated by historical time, it is because this 

unoccupiable place, this sense of singularity, somehow knots it together in time. Singularity 

itself, that which appears most to disperse society, is here posited as essential rather than 

antagonistic to a certain modern social bond.55 

The singularity afforded by the place of the dead — where the circuit of the unconscious 

drive begins and ends — provides a way of seeing how mourning clears the space essential for the 

durability of the social bond. At the conclusion of mourning, the dead are not simply “let go” but re-

constituted as symbolic objects. The place of the dead is never filled in, but is “knotted together in 

time,” meaning that the significations of the place of the dead hold for us the place of a constant 

work of symbolization that actively inherits from the loss. When someone we love dies, the site of 

loss marks a radical point of singular indetermination, where the possibility of a new history and a 

re-invention of what has come before can take place, depending on the action of the mourner. What 

the mourner does with their inheritance of their loved one determines the indeterminate place left 

behind by their loss. Or, in terms of Freud’s definition of mourning, the “what” of the “who” the 

mourner mourns remains open for a potential re-invention of the social bond. The object of loss, in 
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this sense turns out to be the historical object-cause of desire, the spur to new adventures and 

projects. At the same time, the singular place of the dead remains forever irreducible, not in the 

sense of a universal finitude that makes us all mortal and precarious beings, but according to a 

symbolic threadwork that makes the punctual place of loss the site of an intense creativity. 

Over a century before the contemporary conflation of mourning and melancholia, G.W.F. 

Hegel dealt with a similar problem in the way endless mourning was adopted as an existential 

disposition toward finitude. In his early writing, Hegel uses the phrase “infinite grief” to denote a 

kind of pervasive melancholia that first appeared intuitively in the Northern European Protestant 

culture of sentiment, then later in the philosophical aftermath of Kant’s transcendental finitude — 

the register of “the feeling that ‘God Himself is dead’” and that an “abyss of nothingness” prevailed 

“both within and outside man.”56 Before Nietzsche, Hegel recognized the emergence of both 

theoretical and historical nihilism, of dispirited culture, as a consequence of the death of God—or, 

in other words, the devaluation of the spiritual value of infinity.57 But for Hegel, the death of God 

also presented an unprecedented opportunity for speculative freedom, if only it would mean we 

might accept the consequences of what it means to abolish finitude as we typically understand it. If 

the dialectic between master and slave fades away before the struggle of universal subjectivity with 

death as the Absolute Master, one should see this not as a conclusion but as just the next stopping 

point in the speculative adventure. At the conclusion of Faith and Knowledge, he launches into a 

profound analysis how the endorsement of the finite “as an absolute principle” at the expense of 

infinity results in “infinite grief” and, at the same time, how to resolve the problem by inheriting 

infinity as a new departure for speculative thought: 

Infinity is the pure nullification of the antithesis or of finitude; but it is at the same time the 

spring of eternal movement, the spring of that finitude which is infinite, because it eternally 
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nullifies itself. Out of this nothing and pure night of infinity, as out of the secret abyss that is 

its birthplace, the truth lifts itself upward. […] But the pure concept or infinity as the abyss 

of nothingness in which all being is engulfed, must [first] signify the infinite grief [of the 

finite] purely as a moment of the supreme Idea, and no more than a moment. Formerly, the 

infinite grief only existed historically in the formative process of culture. It existed as the 

feeling that “God Himself is dead,” upon which the religion of more recent times rests; the 

same feeling that Pascal expressed in so to speak sheerly empirical form: “Nature is such that 

it signifies everywhere a lost God both within and outside man.” By marking this feeling as a 

moment of the supreme Idea, the pure concept must give philosophical existence to what 

used to be either the moral precept that we must sacrifice the empirical being, or the concept 

of formal abstraction [i.e. the categorical imperative]. Thereby it must re-establish for 

philosophy the Idea of absolute freedom and along with it the absolute Passion, the 

speculative Good Friday in place of the historic Good Friday. Good Friday must be 

speculatively re-established in the whole truth and harshness of its God-forsakenness.58 

Since Kant, reflective philosophy has maintained that the finite subject is the absolute limit of 

possible knowledge. In consequence, finitude has switched places with infinity—every concept that 

once had aspiration to universality now had to accept an essential limitation in the idea that finite 

embodied subjects are not capable of accessing infinity. Supposedly modest, this deference to the 

finitude of the thinker is nonetheless based on a false premise—the idea that finitude was absolute 

and that infinity was a mere figment of imagination, a figure of subjective longing and fantasy. 

Making finitude absolute thus did not really get rid of infinity but only made it something 

subjective—a subjectivist absolute or “bad infinity.” Strictly forbidden from existing, infinity thus 

became an object that was longed for, whose absence was grieved. Nostalgia for the pre-modern 

notion of eternity excited the imagination of romantic writers, while the secular conviction that 
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infinity was nonetheless a pipe dream made such dreams assume a melancholy aspect. God was dead, 

but the dream of God, and therefore the longing and pain of His absence, provoked an interminable 

mourning. In its most pathological sense, this attitude could “fixate” on finitude as a principle of 

life’s grievability, as in the idea that it rendered living indifferent to dying and surviving the death of 

others. In its most gloomy form, Hegel called this conviction the “Unhappy Consciousness” that 

apprehends the contradictoriness and futility of its longing for self-transcendence but is powerless to 

do otherwise than to desire what it also deems impossible.59 And in his Lectures on Aesthetics, Hegel 

again uses “infinite grief” as a description of the romantic agony of Christ’s crucifixion, at the 

moment when even the Son of God no longer believes in His Father’s existence and succumbs to 

despair.60 

In each of these instances, however, Hegel’s point is always the same: the rebirth of Spirit is 

at hand precisely at the moment of its self-abnegation. The infinite, in other words, is not really gone, 

as is evidenced by the fact that desire for the infinite very much keeps it alive and even 

pathologically expresses infinity as an infinite grief. Hence, “out of this nothing and pure night of 

infinity,” the desire of the subject comes to recognition in the shape of a “truth” that ascends from 

the ashes of eternity.  The challenge is how to articulate this movement of rebirth from nothingness 

into a renewal of speculative culture. The “truth” that survives the collapse of eternity, the truth of 

desire, must signify infinity in a new form. The “historical Good Friday” must pass over into the 

“speculative Good Friday” where infinity can be reborn after fully accepting the consequences of 

loss of the sacred infinite. The death of God means that infinity can now be inherited into secular 

culture as a speculative invention. But how is this to be done? 

At the heart of Pascal’s lament that God is dead, Hegel senses an enigmatic potential. 

Thinking like a psychoanalyst, he emphasizes that Pascal’s statement is an “empirical” or “historical” 
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and not a fully-fledged speculative concept as if to point out that Pascal did not know the extent of 

the truth of what he was saying. Indeed, the word to emphasize in Pascal’s quotation is “signifies” 

(italicized in Hegel’s text). Nature is such that it signifies everywhere a lost God both within and 

outside man. The contemporary psychoanalytic theory of mourning could not put it any more 

directly: In the wake of a God that has become a lost object, the world He leaves behind is a world 

of signifiers. 

A signifier, as Lacan defined it, is what “has meaning only through its relation to another 

signifier.”61 This definition is deliberately minimalist and avoids the substantiality implied by the sign, 

which represents some “thing” to someone. Like C. S. Peirce’s semiotics, Lacan’s theory of the 

signifier was meant to provide a means of logical scansion that is not reducible to any supposition of 

a substantialized “beyond.” 62 The signifier definition Lacan provides is thus an account that 

dispenses as much as possible with transcendent fictions. By limiting the scope of referentiality to a 

determinate chain, the theory of the signifier keeps meaning open. If, in Hegel’s sense, infinite grief 

“signifies” everywhere a lost God, these are quite precisely signifiers that point to nothing other than 

their relation to other signifiers. The “truth” of the symptom of infinite grief in Pascal’s lament is 

that it signifies a lost God both within and without, not that there “is” or “is not” a lost God. Rather 

God only “is” as missing from the circuit of signifiers. It marks a determinate “place” of meaning. 

We can compare Hegel’s passage to Lacan’s theory of mourning. In a series of seminars on 

“Hamlet,” Lacan elaborated his own theory of mourning as the signifier’s work of suturing, or 

knotting together, the “hole in the real” left in the wake of another’s death.63 By means of an 

encounter with a rupture in the very order of things, the subject enters into a relation that was the 

inverse of what Lacan had theorized as the foreclosure of the signifier in psychosis. In the latter 

sense, “foreclosure” (Verwerfung) means what is rejected from the symbolic register returns in the 
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real. Foreclosure removes a symbolic link from the supposed order of reality and treats it as though 

it does not exist.64 Consequently, the psychotic is haunted by this missing link. The foreclosed 

element returns as something inassimilable, outside any explicable circuit of significance. In response, 

the psychotic constructs the delusional fantasy: the irrepressible “thing” is a catastrophe, like the end 

of the world or the death of God, but crucially something that happens like an empirical event that 

befalls a subject powerless to do anything to stop it. In mourning, on the other hand, the hole in the 

real created by the other’s death “sets the signifier in motion” in a process that aims at symbolically 

suturing the hole.65 Hence the catastrophe of the encounter with death is prevented from being a 

full-fledged “infinite grief.” But, at the same time, rather than being closed through a reparative 

operation, the hole created by death remains, where it “provides the place for the projection of the 

missing signifier.”66 In Lacan’s account, then, mourning is an essentially creative agency, analogous 

to the psychotic’s reparative attempts to re-construct the world in the wake of a catastrophic loss. 

Thus, in the Lacanian notion of mourning as proceeding upon the basis of a “hole in the real,” we 

begin with something like an “infinite grief”— if by this we mean an irreversible experience that has 

decisive effects for the subject. The loss of another is total, there is no going back. Instead, the act 

of mourning initiates the subject in an absolute beginning, the signifier is “projected” into the hole 

and begins to build meaning through its links to other signifiers.   

Far from the allegation of some theorists that Lacan neglects the pathos of loss, he 

maintained that the entire premise of the thought of one’s own mortality is displaced from the 

tragedy of mourning: “The one unbearable dimension of possible human experience is not the 

experience of one’s own death, which no one has, but the experience of the death of another.”67 

Death is the “hole in the real” that designates the place where the work of mourning as a symbolic 

process must proceed. In this sense, mourning aims not only at a separation and detachment from 

the dead, but at the reintegration and even (re)constitution of desire’s object.  In Lacan’s account, 
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mourning is an essentially creative agency. Whereas Freudian theory had traditionally thought that 

the work of mourning was a means of the discovery, or re-finding, of the lost object, Lacan 

theorizes it as the work of the invention of the object. As Darian Leader puts it:  For Lacan, 

“constituting an object means having registered psychically an empty space, the fact that the object 

we yearn for is definitively lost.”68 Hence, for Lacan mourning can only function when the object, as 

well as the object’s place, is built up. The constitution of the object is never given as such and hence 

cannot be “discovered” as given. Instead, the very process of finding the lost object leads to its 

speculative reinvention. 

Lacan’s view of mourning suggests another perspective on the aftermath of the crisis of 

death in Civil War America, where the shift in belief from eternity to modernity is not just the result 

of a series of passive adjustments, but an active, creative process of spiritual reconstitution in 

response to material loss. When “Americans had to identify—find, invent, create—the means and 

mechanisms to manage more than half a million dead,” they engaged in an unprecedented and 

monumental task of redefinition that had implications well beyond the already substantial material 

problems of identifying and burying dead bodies—they had to invent new values for what death 

signified.69 The trauma of infinite grief thereby acted as a catalyst that led directly from mourning to 

creative action. It took the efforts of diverse creative minds to shape beliefs about what grief should 

signify and where it should lead to. 

In what follows, I traverse the problem of infinite grief and the resolution of mourning in 

speculative invention through the work of three very diverse Northern postbellum authors each of 

whom reveal insights about the relations between mourning, belief, and finitude. In the first chapter, 

I examine Elizabeth Stuart Phelps’ immensely popular postbellum novels of the afterlife. Phelps 

composed the first of them, The Gates Ajar (1868), explicitly in order to console the survivors of 
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dead and missing soldiers in the war. As recent literary-historical criticism has already emphasized, 

part of the reason Phelps’ afterlife novel was popular was undoubtedly because it offered the 

attractive scenario of a material heaven in which the dead were restored to their fully formed bodies 

and would recognize each other in heaven precisely at a time when the bodies of thousands of slain 

soldiers were not recoverable or mangled beyond recognition. What’s rarely emphasized about 

Phelps’ feat, however, is how much it required reconfiguring some of the core tenets of religious 

belief in the afterlife, not just in Christian doctrine but in the conceptual link between mourning and 

finitude generally. 

At a time when both state and religious ideologies pushed the doctrine of the transcendental 

value of sacrifice like never before, Phelps realized that these demands took a perverse turn when it 

was applied to grieving women. According to the rigid Calvinist framework of theology that Phelps 

had studied thoroughly at Andover Seminary, the idea of an immortal afterlife was there to validate 

and redeem a temporal existence that was otherwise a nihilistic wasteland, literally a giant waste of 

time, in which nothing was thought to have any value in itself — life had meaning only as a sacrifice 

that the “future life” would retroactively redeem. Phelps realized that what the war had done was to 

intensify and thereby expose the fragility of this sacrificial conception and in the process revealed the 

inhuman cruelty it imposed on those who had to mourn the sacrificial dead. Taking up a discussion 

of the function of severance in Freud’s theory of the work of mourning, I point out, via Laplanche, 

that Freud’s word for the detachment from the lost object, Losung, can also mean “resolution” or 

“solution,” and so is not a model of sacrifice and substitution as it is normally misconstrued. 

However, the mistake is very telling, as can be seen in the problems Phelps grapples with—by 

conceiving of the work of mourning as a labor of sacrifice in hopes of an eventual substitute in the 

future effectively reproduces the ascetic, Christian model of infinite grief—where Christ’s sacrifice is 

the object of an unresolvable, endless mourning. 
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In subtle and ingenious ways, Phelps turned the heavenly conception away from a model of 

sacrifice into a more sensuous depiction of sociable fantasy, a place where mourners were not only 

permitted to take consolation but to connect with their desires in companionable ways. Through her 

afterlife’s gentle subversion, Heaven becomes a place of the dead which is consoling precisely 

because it grants the mourner access to the shape of her own desires by encouraging her to explore 

her bonds with the dead. In the process, however, Phelps’ Heaven drifts perilously toward a 

secularized conception. By the end of The Gates Ajar, the shift is palpable from a conception of the 

afterlife as a doctrine of restorative consolation to a space of wish-fulfillment, where mourning at 

times awkwardly coexisted with narcissistic gratification. This shift in the function of the afterlife 

highlights what we might consider as the modernization of Heaven, where interminable life replaces 

the old idea of an extratemporal, inconceivable otherness. With the new conception, however, the 

“waste” of the mortal realm begins to make its way more and more into the celestial realm—most 

particularly the pain of sacrificial suffering. Fifteen years after her popular novel, Phelps returns to 

writing afterlife fictions in an attempt to explore and redress these troubling new problems. The 

trajectory of her later writing thus increasingly shows a focus on the theme of endless mourning as a 

problem, one that leads her to a kind of ‘mourning of the afterlife itself,’ as she attempts to reconcile 

lifelong grief with the desires and enjoyments of the secular and the worldly. 

In chapter 2, Ambrose Bierce’s Tales of Soldiers and Civilians presents a different aspect of the 

problem of infinite grief—its relation to memory and the politics of commemoration. A militant 

atheist who despised the hypocrisy of Christian morality, Bierce was also a soldier in the Union army 

who participated in some of the war’s most gruesome and horrific battles. Having thus encountered 

the problem of infinite grief in terms of its historic conditions, Bierce nonetheless had the advantage 

of not subjectivizing it the way that more religious Americans did. He therefore had no hope of 

Heaven that was to be subsequently disappointed by the realization that its fragile transcendent 
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premise was insufficiently convincing. For Bierce, the emphasis of the problem was in the way the 

past was commemorated. Decades after the war, Bierce saw the anxiety of Americans to move on 

from the conflict, which was not accomplished so much through forgetting as through deliberate 

misremembering. As former Civil War generals published their memoirs and subsequently 

rebranded themselves as politicians, Bierce noted the moral rot that creeped into the Gilded Age was 

inseparable from Americans’ inability to own up to their wartime deeds or the ways the spectacle of 

the war’s bad deaths had haunted them.  In fact, the ideological aftermath of the Civil War 

continued the conflict interminably through the continued grievances of the defeated and victor 

alike. Here, infinite grief registered as the ironic incapacity to even begin the process of mourning, 

because the resentments and grievances that linger past the event of death are continually 

misrecognized. 

Almost thirty years after the war, Bierce started writing about his wartime experiences. But 

what he produced was not like the aggrandizing testimonials of the generals-turned-statesmen, nor 

dry documentary accounts of battles and strategies; what Bierce produced instead were monumental 

fictions that aimed at giving readers a feeling of the improbability and fatalism of the war, the sense of 

the inexorable that the spectacle of so much murdering and dying had impressed upon him. By 

emphasizing the element of fiction precisely as a form of more accurately witnessing and 

transmitting the reality of wartime death, Bierce mastered the art of ironic and subtle storytelling that 

featured often shocking and demystifying twists. Ultimately, Bierce wanted to reconnect Americans 

with the tragedy of the war, but in an age when the sense of the tragic really translated to 

‘melodrama’ or parodic caricature, Bierce used ironic technique as a weapon against those who 

would be otherwise disaffected by the tragic spectacle of the war. Most dramatically, this technique 

comes to the fore in Bierce’s classic, “An Occurrence at Owl Creek Bridge” in which a retroactive 

double-take on the story’s events produces a dawning recognition for readers that is characteristic of 
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the way the work of mourning affects the framework of memory and belief through the ethics and 

aesthetics of tragedy. The recognition is not that of finitude, however, but of the properly tragic 

realization that one’s fate is the result of an error that could have been averted by ethical conduct. 

In the last chapter, we move away from infinite grief as “the historic Good Friday” and 

toward the “speculative Good Friday” in which the passage of mourning registers as an experience 

with directly philosophical implications. In the life and thought of William James, we see how the 

process of mourning cannot come to a logical conclusion without inheritance, wherein experiences 

of acute despair and melancholia, such as pervaded the James family, cease to be obstacles and 

impediments and become the motivation for the re-invention of desire and belief. In Society the 

Redeemed Form of Man, William’s father, Henry James, Sr. recorded his life-changing experience of 

“Vastation,” the melancholic despair that motivated his turn to the religious doctrine of Emanuel 

Swedenborg. The narrative logic that Henry Sr. used to contextualize this experience — abysmal 

despair and nihilistic loss of hope followed by the recovery of the will to live through a religious 

revelation of eternity — appears repeatedly throughout his, and his son’s, writing as a key 

formulation of the consolatory power of religion. In Varieties of Religious Experience, William drops a 

footnote that reveals that he believed that his own experience of acute neurasthenia after the death 

of his beloved cousin, Minnie Temple —recounted, in thinly veiled form, as the testimony of an 

anonymous French inmate—was a repetition of his father’s Vastation. In the process of “translating” 

the asylum inmate’s testimony in Varieties, James attempts to inherit his father’s conversion 

experience as his own. 

In effect, William James spent his career, from his studies of psychology to Varieties of 

Religious Experience to the ethics of pragmatism, looking for a different solution to his inheritance of 

the Vastation. I try to provide a glimpse of this motivation and direction in William James’ work, 
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and the way that his example demonstrates how the problem of infinite grief can lead to the 

speculative re-invention of belief through a process of inheritance. James’s case thereby 

demonstrates how melancholy and grief turns into an analysis of inherited desire that, in turn, can 

sustain the thought of death without allowing it to deprive life of value. For James, this movement 

culminates in his singular invention of the “will to believe.” 

In the conclusion, then, I put forward some ideas about what a theory of “successful” 

mourning might entail that would dispense with the frame of transcendental finitude. Beginning 

with a brief look at preconceptions associated with finitude as the “failure” of life, I attempt a 

different understanding of “success” in light of the argument the dissertation has developed. To 

speak of the success of mourning, of course, would not entail a ‘naïve’ theory that mourning 

concludes after a definite period of time has elapsed (such a notion would ignore the unconscious 

implications of mourning altogether) but it would also not regard mourning either as an existential 

disposition or an interminable task. Rather, the type of mourning we are considering through this 

study is about the act of inheriting, an act that involves the radical potential to change the subject’s 

potentiality for the future, the retroactive realizations of the past, and the pragmatic invention of 

more ethical truth-values after the loss and mourning of unworkable beliefs. 
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Mourning the Future: Elizabeth Stuart Phelps’ Afterlife 

“Ah me! Was it possible to feel desolate even in Heaven?” 

–Beyond the Gates1 

From the late 1860s to the end of the nineteenth century, Elizabeth Stuart Phelps established a 

reputation as one of the most popular and important sentimental authors of the generation that 

followed Harriet Beecher Stowe, in a milieu that includes Louisa May Alcott, Rebecca Harding 

Davis, Charlotte Perkins Gilman, and Sarah Orne Jewett. Up to that time, The Gates Ajar, Phelps’ 

debut novel on the afterlife, was the second biggest literary best-seller in US history after Uncle Tom’s 

Cabin, selling 180,000 copies by the end of the century.2 The novel’s success went beyond the 

author’s expectations: for instance, a veritable cottage industry of Gates memorabilia emerged 

practically overnight — there were Gates Ajar paper collars, popular songs, funerary floral 

arrangements, cigars, and even patent medicine. 3 Translated into four languages, and with an 

unknown number of pirated editions, Phelps’ fame spread across the globe. Thousands of fan letters 

from all over the world poured in, not just around the time of publication, but throughout the rest 

of her life. 

What’s especially striking about these responses is that they went beyond the typical fan 

letter, filled with simple expressions of gratitude and appreciation of her work; many of the letters 

seemed to demand something more of her than a sentimental novelist could give. As Phelps lists 

them in her autobiography, there were “entreaties, outpourings, cries of agony, mutterings of despair, 

breathings of the gentle hope by which despair may be superseded; appeals for help which only the 

Almighty could have given; demands for light which only Eternity can supply.”4 Overwhelmed, 

Phelps could not help but recognize that she had written something that seemed to overstep the 
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traditional bounds of sentimental literature. Just like the young female protagonist in her novel, who 

seeks comfort for the death of her brother through a vividly imagined heaven, her readers were 

searching for something from the author’s vision that would promise a resolution for their pain and 

loss. In that sense, for her readers, Phelps’ novel had an almost sacred value. 

As she was no less surprised to observe, Phelps’ contemporary critics seemed to notice this 

as well: the religious press, for example, assailed the author “as if she had been an evil spirit let loose 

upon accepted theology for the destruction of the world.”5 As Gale Smith points out, when Phelps 

created her version of heaven she drew extensively upon her scholarly background in Biblical 

hermeneutics, theology, and rhetoric so that she would be careful not to explicitly contradict 

Scripture.6 Yet, while this was initially meant to present the afterlife in a persuasive way to her 

religious readers, it was precisely because of her faithfulness and rhetorical skill that her readers 

began to drift toward the sensuous comforts of her fiction over religious dogma for their needs, 

thereby posing a threat to the Protestant establishment.7 Moreover, by giving herself license to 

imagine the afterlife in imaginative detail, her work exposed the fictionality of Heaven as such. Her 

very devotion to Scripture, in other words, led Phelps to secularize the hereafter. 

Interestingly, secular reviewers reacted with no less a sense of disturbance, albeit with “the 

more amused good-humor of a man of the world puzzled by a religious disagreement.”8 To these 

latter critics, Phelps’ conception was by no means secular, as it was not only too close to holy writ, 

but also held power, like religion, to affect deeply held beliefs. In both religious and secular 

receptions, then, one common assumption prevails: Phelps’ literary work holds power to affect 

people’s most intimate beliefs about not only the afterlife, but, insofar as it did, their ability to 

mourn. As for what to make of that power, or whether it was directed primarily toward secular or 

spiritual ends, no one could be sure. 
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It may be because of the initial theological focus upon debates about the existence of the 

afterlife that, outside of historical or religious studies, Phelps’ novels were virtually ignored for 

decades following her death in 1911. Even when Phelps resurfaced in 1970s feminist scholarship, 

emphasis was almost exclusively placed on what The Gates Ajar’s commercial success could tell us 

about 19th century American culture, particularly the ways in which Phelps’ afterlife books seemed to 

exemplify the repositioning of feminine agency at the center of both the literary culture of middle 

class domesticity and the sentimental discourse of Northern Protestantism. The problem with such 

an emphasis on her afterlife as an historical artifact, however, was the way it obscured appreciation 

of its specifically literary value. Elaine Showalter, for example, put it bluntly: “writers like Elizabeth 

Stuart Phelps […] have more historical and cultural significance than they do artistic.”9 Even Ann 

Douglas, who acknowledges Phelps’ afterlife novel as the “apotheosis of the consolation literature 

of its day,” whose power to lift the spirits of the bereaved admittedly could not be doubted, ends up 

arguing that it was precisely this quality that made them “self-indulgent, domestic ‘feminine’.”10 As a 

result, Phelps was situated with the afterlife visions of Spiritualist writers, whose dominant tendency 

Douglas defined as the “complex retransfer of force from the living to the dead, from the apparently 

strong to the apparently weak”; furthermore, as with sentimental literature more broadly, Phelps’ 

fiction became marked as the site of a particularly fraught feminine potentiality.11 It is under this 

logic that, despite Phelps’ outright defense of women’s rights in numerous essays and through 

heroines like the eponymous Doctor Zay, some feminist critics suspected her of a regressive 

attachment to the patriarchal ideology of the True Woman—that pious and self-renouncing ideal of 

a martyr-like champion of transcendent virtue that encapsulated the untenability of what limited 

options were available to 19th century middle class white American women.12 

But in the mid-1980s, as Jane Tompkins’ Sensational Designs led the movement to affirm a 

richer, more robust view of domesticity against the academic establishment’s disparagement of 
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middle-class tastes, sentimental literature became increasingly viewed as a site of emergent 

feminism. 13 An opening was thereby established, enabling a new wave of critics, such as Carol Farley 

Kessler and Nina Baym, to champion Phelps as a strong precursor for a postbellum Utopian 

feminist literary genealogy.14 No longer an embittered compensatory projection of a feminine will to 

power, Phelps’ afterworlds were now affirmed as a positive potentiality that foresaw a more 

emancipated future for women, anticipating the likes of Charlotte Perkins Gilman and Marge 

Piercy.15 Nevertheless, this revised framework did not so much lead to a focus on the fiction’s 

aesthetic interest as on the way such interest might best be “of use” to contemporary social 

movements. Hence, much as Phelps’ work was now broadly appreciated for its originality and its 

sensitivity to the particular damages that Protestant patriarchy inflicted upon women, these newer 

Utopian interpretations cherry-picked Phelps’ afterlife because, for them, its significance solely relied 

on whether or not it fulfilled an imputed political promise. Kessler, for instance, gave Phelps high 

marks for The Gates Ajar’s character Winifred Forceythe, the overtly idealized minister who presents 

the sentimental theology at the heart of the story, but demerits her for her later 1880s afterlife novels 

because they didn’t fit in with Kessler’s preferred feminist teleology and because they lacked obvious 

‘strong’ female role models.16 Consequently, Phelps’ work was seen as falling short of its potential: 

“Instead of raising hope for rewards in this life” her later afterlife novels merely “console[d] readers 

for life's losses”17 —in other words, the consolatory power of her novels to affect mourning was 

framed as being merely reactionary, forfeiting the possibility of the material advancement of 

women’s status in the present world. 

Fortunately, since the 1990s, criticism of Phelps’ novels has moved away from the rhetoric 

of forfeiture and failure, instead emphasizing exploratory close readings of Phelps’ afterlife novels 

that magnify their singularly literary power of consolation. What has emerged through these readings 

is the unique composition of Phelps’ hereafter as a literary object that has consolatory effects. For 
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example, Nancy Schnog’s psychoanalytic attentiveness to the way Phelps’ characters counter the 

“empty heaven” of Protestant dogma honed in on the damage to mourners caused by patriarchal 

asceticism, allowing us to see Phelps’ sentimental heaven as a fantasy that has a reparative, 

therapeutic function.18 Additionally, Marxist readings have brought out Phelps’ afterlife’s economic 

dimension as a system of compensations and material equivalences in the afterworld for privations 

and losses suffered by disenfranchised women and minorities. Highlighting this connection, Lucy 

Frank emphasizes the role that sacrifice played in a broader celestial economy whereby the concept 

of a material heaven is meant to “transform tangible, emotional loss into sacrifice, and sacrifice into 

loving emotional and physical presence.”19 It is in this sense that the mass appeal of Phelps’ Heaven 

to the grieving, un-consoled public can be explained. According to Lisa Long, Phelps’ material 

heaven is a form of compensation against not only the ravages of the war but also the ideological 

violence of state and religious discourses of sacrifice: “the repression of individual desire and the 

self-sacrifice required of soldiers and civilians during the Civil War produced a ‘vacant place’” that 

might be “recuperated only through the spiritual ‘rehabilitation’ of distinctive bodies.”20 In this way, 

Phelps’ afterworld “offers not only sentimental consolation but also a rigorous exploration of the 

ontological systems unravelling during the Civil War and its aftermath.”21 Phelps offered her readers 

not only a way to imagine and symbolize their relationship to their dead loved ones, but, on a 

fundamental level, also gave them tools that would enable them to come to terms with the damage 

the ideology of sacrifice caused them during and after the war. 

If the criticism in the 70s and 80s dealt with Phelps’ afterlife in frustration for its perceived 

failure to live up to its feminist ideals and potentials, then criticism after the 90s started to appreciate 

it as a literary object—however, its religious aspect and therefore its specific power to affect belief 

has still been avoided, if not ignored, in most cases. While it is true that secular criticism should 

refrain from making theological claims, there lies a risk in denying her afterlife as a “religious” 
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notion—after all, Phelps’ afterlife was more than a fictional literary space; it was a concept that for her 

readers, as for the author herself, held an intrinsic truth value. Furthermore, Phelps’ afterlife not 

only gave consolation but also provided a cohesive space where they could rethink and redefine 

sacrifice and mourning, which was exceptionally dire in the midst of religious dogma and ideology 

that demanded emotional and material sacrifices from mourning women. “To live for others; to 

make complete abnegation of themselves and to have no life but in their affect,” she would later 

write, is “the most insidious and most hopeless injury which society worked upon women . . . [a] perversion of the 

great Christian theory of self-sacrifice.”22 In redress to this injury, Phelps wrote works of consolatory 

literature, whose subversive value is thus most powerfully demonstrated in the way that they traverse 

religious experience and elicit the faith of believers, without being constrained thereby to religious 

discourse. This is what secular readings can still stand to gain from them—a way to approach the 

link between mourning and belief in futurity as such. 

What Phelps often called “the future life” was thus really about offering a future for 

mourners that, unlike prevailing ascetic doctrines, would not entail condemning them to a life of 

disciplinary suffering. Phelps’ consolation was rooted not in a sacrificial logic that subtended the 

teleological horizon of a redemptive promise, but in an imaginative space that could exist alongside 

the mourner and that took the shape of a desire. Instead of being affixed onto a transcendent plane 

like a distant star, Phelps’ afterlife could provide mourners with a psychical space to imagine, 

remember, and inherit their bonds of love, a companionship that could easily be extended to a living 

community.23 By secularizing the space of mourning through literature, Phelps made the afterlife a 

companionable fiction. Effectively, the afterlife ceases to have a meaning as the horizon of finitude 

to be purchased through violent sacrifice and instead defines the future life of the mourner as a 

creative potentiality. 
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We can only appreciate the scale of this intervention, however, if we can see the way the 

framework of Phelps’ afterlife evolved over the course of her writing. Therefore, our approach in 

the present chapter necessitates that we first turn to Phelps’ afterlife as a theory of consolation with a 

specific conceptual composition in order to understand how it could function as a frame of mourning. 

Through her own argument for the existence of the afterlife, we will see how Phelps exposes the 

bare teleology of loss concealed within the structure of Christian redemption as a problem of 

limitless grief. This will allow us to understand how her apprehension of this threat motivated her 

production of a heaven where sacrifice would, crucially, count for more than its costs. The value of 

this “more” or surplus indicates something excessive in the register of mourning that went beyond 

the available representations of mortality. 

Following this initial theoretical examination, we will turn to her first short story “A Sacrifice 

Consumed,” where it will be seen how this surplus element seems to arise in direct response to the 

dominant Protestant ascetic eschatology that loomed behind the mass death of the Civil War. Then, 

with The Gates Ajar, we will track how Phelps’ first attempt to make Heaven a viable structure of 

consolation succeeded in shifting the religious emphasis on loss and finitude to a secular focus on 

material compensation and wish fulfillment. But by the end of the novel, a new problem comes into 

view as the sentimental afterlife awakened the desires of the survivors and made endless mourning 

into an attractive prospect, and Phelps’ characters spend their majority of their time imagining the 

future redemption of their deprivations, rather than putting such desire to worldly ends. In response 

to this pernicious morbidity, Phelps would return to writing afterlife fiction fifteen years later, 

exploring the nature of heavenly happiness more keenly in Beyond the Gates and discovering there the 

perverse satisfaction on the divine side of the sacrificial equation. Shaken from the celestial plane, 

this discovery would lead her to conclude her Gates series with The Gates Between, an ambivalent love 

story that explores the erotic potentiality of mourning in more frankness and at its most decisive 
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separation from the horizon of biological finitude. By the conclusion of Phelps’ creative traversal, 

the afterlife may be appreciated as a field of fantasy that stages the dialectical movement from the 

desire to mourn to the mourning of desire, where desire re-emerges on the other side of death as the 

creative potential for a new future. 

A Conceptual Consolation 

Although she has seldom been taken seriously as an intellectual in contemporary scholarship, 

Phelps was recognized as such in her own time. One of the top graduates of Andover’s famous 

theological seminary, the daughter of a reputable professor of rhetoric (Austin Phelps) and the 

granddaughter of a famous theologian (Moses Stuart), Phelps had an extensive knowledge and 

background in what we might call the 19th century equivalent of critical theory. During a prolific 

career encompassing five decades and 57 books of fiction and nonfiction, she wrote a large number 

of essays on theological matters, including her unique ideas about the hereafter. Hence, to begin, we 

should look at Phelps’ afterlife’s peculiar metaphysical constitution as a belief, which she juxtaposes 

explicitly to “philosophy” and identifies with a “first principle” in Aristotle’s sense. 24 In an 1893 

North American Review article where she accounts for the popular consolatory appeal of her afterlife 

novels — what she dubs the “argument from the plea of humanity for a satisfactory future life,” or 

“the human argument” — she lays out a certain problematic of finitude as the motivation for her 

fiction of the hereafter: 

The human argument is the simplest and most sensible for the nature of the life which we 

believe is to follow this. And accumulated human experience testifies all one way,— its joy 

and its sorrow, its success and its disappointment, its hope and its despair,— all go to prove, 

and, rightly looked at, equally go to prove that existence upon this earth is not a whole but a 
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fragment. If a fragment, it must be either nebulous or meteoric; undeveloped and selected, 

or overdeveloped and rejected. […] 

The incompleteness of the present life is the strongest possible argument that we possess for the 

probable completeness of another. How else are we going to account for the awful waste of 

material which goes on forever in our dark history? How else explain the terrible corrosion 

of suffering upon sensitiveness? How explain what otherwise were superfluous sacrifice and 

wanton cruelty?25 

Phelps’ conviction that life is reducible to its finitude and that this reduction is the “strongest 

possible argument” for belief in the hereafter is revealing.  Here, Phelps equates “present life” or 

finitude to a fragmentary “incompleteness” such that, without the logical supplement of an afterlife 

that would complete it, is only a “waste of material.” If this idea of completeness as a logical 

fulfillment is integral to Phelps’ moral sense of reality, the reason for Phelps’ fear is evident — that 

the slightest doubt of belief in the afterlife would seem to undermine the capacity of life to add up to 

anything of value, hence that life would be “wasted” and that, therefore, both on an individual and a 

collective level, temporal existence would be reducible to a “terrible corrosion.” As a logical 

fulfillment, the afterlife presents equally a moral fulfillment; a kind of proof or protection against an 

entropic wasteland: Time is Waste. 

There almost seems to be a confession here, as if Phelps had to admit that she conjures her 

afterlife as a defense against the horror of a reality where the sacrifices of an ascetic existence are 

done in vain. Indeed, there are times when her candor verges on cynicism: “If this world is a failure, 

some other, let us believe, must be a success.”26 And yet, things are not necessarily so transparent. It 

is not that Phelps just wants to shield herself or her readers against an unbearable real by recourse to 

a flight of fantasy or a Socratic “noble lie.” Rather, if there is some mystification involved in Phelps’ 
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plea for an afterlife, it is first of all to be found on the side of the fear that motivates it. Here we 

notice that, even without the afterlife’s supplementarity, there still exists a certain perspective of 

eternity, presented as a nightmare: the “awful waste of material” that “goes on forever.” Without the 

space beyond the margin drawn by the limit of biological finitude, the framework she presents is a 

teleology of loss; it leads only to the interminable repetition of that limit, in perpetual anticipation of a 

future that continually erases itself and is immediately lost, or ‘wasted.’ For Phelps, everything could 

be seen to bear on the value attributed to that conclusive term, the point where finitude becomes 

infinite. In other words, the teleological frame itself is here revealed to be the frame of consolation’s 

possibility. But if the “end” is just an empty nothingness and not Heaven, then life is nothing but 

wasted time. 

The necessity for a redemptive gesture is therefore self-evident. A decision has to be made 

that would decide the significance of finitude’s concluding point in such a way that might counteract 

its infinite negativity. This point can remain negative, as a point of fixated loss — however, Phelps 

recognizes that there is also the possibility to reconceive the negative as positive, to ascend by dint 

of an infinite lightness that would carry it above and beyond the waste, as if to an entirely new form 

of existence. Crucially, at the point of interchange between these two fateful possibilities, Phelps 

introduces something ‘extra’ that is positioned in the function of “sacrifice.” 

At first glance, it’s a strict opposition: Either life’s sacrifices, taken individually and 

collectively, are for something better; or they are only “superfluous” waste and add up to nothing. 

And yet the very excess of the endless waste left behind by the ‘superfluity’ of the sacrificial gesture 

points to another possibility: something doesn’t quite fit, an irrepressible excess. If the symbolic 

value of sacrifice, in other words, is what determines the difference between waste and 

transcendence — between finitude as a telos of loss and the positive form of the afterlife — then 
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the “superfluity” of this sacrificial value designates an unrealized potential. An economic principle is at 

work that is meant to convert loss into redemptive surplus by first infinitizing the former as an 

“endless” waste. Beyond the framework of the strict, absolute opposition between the finite and the 

infinite, incompleteness and completeness, there is a paradoxical infinity that belongs to this 

unrealized ‘something.’ Phelps searches for a way to put this extra element to work; in hopes that it 

might redeem the waste and make it more than just superfluous, by converting it into its opposite — 

a form of (heavenly) enjoyment. 

In other words, it was by first conceiving of infinity as what essentially redeems the entropy 

or waste of endless suffering, that Phelps could then imagine the afterlife as a potentiality that 

escapes the oppressive enclosure of finitude. What this passage therefore reveals is not just that the 

teleological structure of endless duration is intrinsically bound to a certain asceticism, as in the 

morally hygienic idea that the afterlife is just a cosmic waste disposal service, but that a certain 

“heavenly” enjoyment is trying to make itself heard—that of a potentiality located beyond the 

finitude of the teleological frame.27 On the one hand, the infinite boundlessness of the afterlife is 

meant to resolve, through sacrifice, the wasteful boundedness of mortality, but, on the other hand, 

the very boundlessness of the afterlife articulates an enjoyment that exceeds the dimension of loss 

and entropy, but that the latter “waste” makes present in a positive form. 

In an account of the Freudian death drive, Lacan unfolds such a logic of unbounded 

enjoyment or jouissance that, in opposition to biological finitude as the “wearing away of vital 

regulatory apparatuses” instead “acquires a status and shows itself” through an effect of entropy or 

“wasting”:   

We are not dealing with a transgression, an irruption into some forbidden field through the 

wearing away of vital regulatory apparatuses. In fact, it is only through this effect of entropy, 
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through this wasting, that jouissance acquires a status and shows itself. This is why I initially 

introduced it by the term “Mehrlust,” surplus jouissance. It is precisely through being 

perceived in the dimension of loss—something necessitates compensation, if I can put it like 

this, for what is initially a negative number—that this something […] has created jouissance, 

jouissance that is repeated. Only the dimension of entropy gives body to the fact that there is 

surplus jouissance there to be recovered.28 

Notice here that Lacan’s account of “Mehrlust” (surplus enjoyment, or potentiality) that can only be 

made present through ‘waste’ is equally something that can only be “perceived in the dimension of 

loss” and that “necessitates compensation.” We see a very similar logic in operation in Phelps’ 

account of finitude as an “awful waste of material” that constitutes a loss or incompleteness and that 

therefore presents the “strongest possible argument” for the existence of an afterlife that would 

complete it. 

But there are two ways of reading Phelps’ logic: If we take the idea that waste and entropy 

just means dying and death and nothing else, then we are stuck with a teleology of loss and finitude, 

where heaven is just an escapist fiction. But this would be to assume Phelps is just referring to 

finitude as the “wearing away” of life, as in Lacan’s admonition, above. Another reading is that it is 

this very ‘waste’ that allows us to see the afterlife as a potentiality for enjoyment; an ‘extra’ thing or 

surplus that allows for the creation of a new existence. This surplus enjoyment, against Christian 

eschatology and its ascetic support structure of sacrifice, is the kind of creative potentiality that in 

Phelps’ afterlife fiction (as elsewhere in this study) can allow mourning to pass on from the dilemma 

of infinite grief. 

Sacrifices Consumed 
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The Civil War was a dilemma of infinite grief in which mass death doubled as a crisis of faith 

in the status of infinity, making the event of death socio-symbolically unstable. When 620,000 

soldiers died in the war, they were in most cases far from home and in conditions where traditional 

funerary services had to be hastened or were improperly observed. This presented a sufficient 

dilemma for traditional doctrines of consolation when, already, mortality was no longer easily 

supportable within symbolic religious narratives as a transitional moment within a stable teleological 

structure of transcendence. Post-Enlightenment scientific secularity in the 18th and 19th centuries had 

eroded the idea of a transcendent eternity outside time, making the ‘beyond’ of life seem as though it 

were an alien and even oppressive existence, rather than intelligible in terms of a narrative of natural 

progress from life to death to new life. 

Such cultural changes necessitated a new form of containment for death that would seem 

compatible with modern sensibilities and needs. As Drew Faust observes, during the Civil War death 

was “hardly hidden, but it was nevertheless, seemingly paradoxically, denied—not through silence 

and invisibility but through an active and concerted work of reconceptualization that rendered it a 

cultural preoccupation.”29 Hence, instead of an outright denial or silencing of mortality, 19th century 

American culture was fixated on death, or more precisely on the problem of putting death into a 

containable space for the relief of the living. For this reason, it makes sense that foremost among the 

responses to death’s vagrancy and overbearing proximity was a surge in the production of popular 

and religious discourses, like Phelps’ religious novels, that celebrated the theme of “eternal life.” In 

the face of the glaring visibility of soldiers’ dead bodies, and at the same time that growing numbers 

of Americans were losing faith in the teleology of transcendence, this abundance of afterlife 

depictions seemed to operate as a defensive screen, in a way that suggests, as Faust puts it, that 

“great effort was required to control and repudiate [death’s] terrors.”30 
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Yet, of the hundreds of afterlife depictions produced in the 1830s-1880s, one of the things 

that makes Phelps’ afterlife stand out as particularly poignant and compelling was the fact that it 

trained its sights most precisely on the crisis against which it arose as a response: The effects of the 

prevailing moral discourses of sacrifice on the psychical cost of mourning in the postwar years. For 

Phelps, as for many other Northerners, the redemptive mission of the war did not sufficiently align 

with the costs of the sacrifices demanded by state and religious ideologies. These public discourses 

had made use of the rhetoric of sacrifice to reinforce the necessity of the war’s deaths as part of a 

greater redemptive mission. To adopt the language of sacrifice meant to see the losses of the war as 

necessary for the future of democracy, to consolidate belief that, as Lincoln had vowed in the 

Gettysburg Address, “these dead will not have died in vain.”31 Having died for democracy, these 

soldier’s lives were not consigned to an unusable past, were not waste, but were instrumental for 

advancing an indeterminate futurity that would, in turn, continually re-inscribe their sacrifice’s 

significance in an ongoing redemptive act. It is thus no surprise that in the years immediately 

following the war, the bookstalls were stuffed with tales of heroism and self-sacrifice by military men. 

The production of such fictions ensured the perpetuation of that promise. 

Phelps’ first short story “A Sacrifice Consumed,” published during the bloodiest period of 

the war, seems at first like it might be included in these efforts to memorialize martyr-soldiers. In the 

story, Ruth, a young seamstress, loses her fiancé John at Antietam. But this is not the triumphal 

narrative of the hero who, bravely submitting to his death, accedes to his immortal reward. Instead, 

Phelps gives a glimpse of the one he leaves behind. At first, Ruth tries to console herself by recalling 

his premonitory warning: “John had said this was to be a sacrifice and that God would help her: so 

her life should be His, to do with as He pleased, and she would bear it courageously, and love her 

country all the more for what it had cost her,” but she finds next to nothing in these promises that 

can put her at ease.32 For John, his death meant an investment, if not for him then for those who 
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could accept its meaning as a necessary alignment with the course of the world and the advent of a 

transcendent purpose. His sacrifice is both a sign and a demand for love, as if securing a circulatory 

economy that would make good on the deficit of his life’s finitude through love’s equivalence and 

Heaven’s rewards. But for Ruth, this redemptive economy could not reconcile her to his death’s 

necessity. Having lived most of her life without anything else toward which she might attach the 

value of her affections, her fiancé had been her only investment, the one object toward which she 

was permitted to attach her desires. Having lost John, Ruth loses her future; so that now “all her 

days ‘read backward.’”33 When she hears about his death, she can only throw herself upon her bed, 

crying out to God, “as if she would touch infinite mercy by her pleading, to bring back her dead 

from that far-off heaven, where no one could need him as much as she did.” John’s sacrifice may 

have resigned him to the cause for which he died, but the wages of Ruth’s were greater—she had to 

live with them. 

What Phelps exposes through her story is that that the same national appeals on behalf of 

the war’s sacrificial redemption had remained ignorant of its toll on the women whose burden it was 

to pick up the pieces in the aftermath. For mothers, wives, daughters and sisters who had not been 

called upon to give their lives in battle, the work of mourning those who did necessitated psychical 

sacrifices that were just as great, though without any analogous public acknowledgement. Instead, it 

almost seemed as though women were being called upon to sacrifice their lives for the sake of the 

men who had sacrificed theirs, except that the women would have to continue living after incurring 

this cost. As Phelps saw, these costs—propounded and compounded by the patriarchal moral 

systems that demanded women’s social subordination to men — had plunged mourners into a 

“world of woe” that weighed down upon them “like a material miasma,” made all the more difficult 

for the fact that none of the existing traditions of consolation were willing to address its severity 

with any clarity, let alone offer satisfactory comfort.34 Phelps thus began her writing career with a 
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sense of moral mission: “I wished to say something that would comfort some few ... of the women 

whose misery crowded the land. ... they whom war trampled down, without a choice of protest; the 

patient, limited, domestic women, who thought little, but loved much, and, loving, had lost all— to 

them I would have spoken”35 What discourse was there, Phelps wanted to know, that would assure 

these women that their sacrifices were not in vain? 

In the story, Phelps delineates the two kinds of sacrifice as follows: “there are heroes who 

take their lives in their hands—[…] all bright with dreams of an unknown success, [… they] face 

death with a smile and we do them honor. But there are martyrs at humble firesides, who give up 

more than this. ‘They empty heart and home of life’s life-love;’ who yet go back to their desolate 

days from which all the beauty, all the fragrance, all the song, has departed, and take them up bravely, 

working in lowly trust until the Rest comes.”36 What’s striking about this dichotomy, especially 

coming from a devout Christian, is the idea that the women are the greater martyrs because they “give 

up more” than the men who die in battle. The complexity of this added burden that therefore seemed 

to doubly deprive these grieving women — not only of their loved ones but of their own future lives — 

is what the prevailing religious discourses of consolation could not understand, let alone assimilate 

into their doctrines. 

To illuminate these complications, it’s helpful to foreground the distinctly psychical register 

of sacrifice at issue in mourning. As Freud concisely defined it, the specific task of mourning is to 

“detach [Lösung] the survivor’s memories and hopes from the dead.”37 The German word Lösung, 

translated in The Standard Edition of Freud’s texts as “detach,” is very rich, and it can also mean 

“cancel,” “resolve,” or “answer.” Such connotations give us an idea of mourning as an act that not 

only severs a bond but seeks to answer the riddle the death of a loved one poses to the continued 

existence of the mourner, indistinguishable from her capacity to live and to have a future. Such an 
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act seems stronger than a passive relinquishment — a resolve (Lösung) needs to be made with respect 

to the past, a decision to inherit the beloved that necessarily has a ‘sacrificial’ flavor. Most precisely, 

what must be given up are certain affectively-charged connections that inform the survivor’s sense 

of the future (“hopes” or “expectations”) based upon her past memories with the loved one. 

Localized to the expectative value of these memories, the Lösung of mourning is precisely about 

unhooking the mourner’s past bond to the loved one through a retroactive action [Nachtraglichkeit] of 

cancelling out its continuing relevance.38 In other words, the survivor must come to a resolution 

with the past that will also be a decision to cancel or ‘sacrifice’ future plans and expectations. The 

violence of psychical sacrifice at issue in Freudian mourning is therefore directed at the ‘future of the 

past’ of the relationship to the dead loved one — by relinquishing the survivor’s aborted future, the 

expectative value of the bond is relinquished and the future can be inherited by the survivor. The 

cost of mourning, in sum, is less about letting go of a loved one than about letting go of a certain 

“future life” that the death of the loved one has disengaged. 

In this way, we can also see that the connection between mourning and the afterlife (or, as 

Phelps calls it, the “future life”) is more than a matter of religious doctrine or dogma, but has a 

resonance with the psychical reality of mourning. The connection is even more profound when we 

realize that Lösung extends not only to faith in the continued existence of the dead loved one, but 

even to the very root of religious faith itself, as a psychical investment in an abstract idea, like God 

or heaven. In this sense, Freud defined mourning as a reaction not only to the loss of a loved one 

but of an “ideal, or some abstraction that has taken the place of one, such as liberty, one’s country, 

and so on.”39 As Peter Homans has noticed, a veritable theory of disenchantment unfolds from this 

formula, since what Freud is in effect suggesting is that the loss of faith in an ideological concept or 

“abstraction” is overdetermined by material loss and thus that, conversely, losing a loved one can 

trigger a drastic change in the register of belief.40 A cornerstone of religious faith, the belief in the 
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“future life” is therefore also a crucial element in the process of mourning: in either case, the “future” 

is that of the lost object. Whether the lost object “has” a future is of course up to the mourner, as 

well as what that “future life” might look like.  But whatever the case, the loss that gives rise to 

mourning evokes a specific future, which orients the belief of the survivor in a fundamental and 

powerful way. 

In this point of view, we can see how the Christian doctrine of mortal sacrifice might impose 

an imperious obstacle when it turns dead loved ones into ideal figures that must always be loved as a 

continuous existence where past, present, and future remain consistent and intact. The story of Christ’s 

sacrifice and resurrection radically precludes the possibility of an aborted future that can be given up 

in the sense of a Freudian Lösung, because it stands in Christian doctrine for a once-and-for-all 

sacrifice where the past is never really concluded or “resolved,” let alone subject to detachment on 

the part of a mourner. Who could ever say that Christ’s death was successfully mourned? Rather, as 

a future of the past that was never aborted, Christ’s sacrifice (and, therefore all Christian sacrifices that 

follow from His model) is the paradigmatic instance of an unmournable death, an inexpiable debt that 

humankind will never be able to repay (and thus that makes mortals dependent upon the 

beneficence of God’s largesse or grace). 

Similarly, a Christian soldier who died fighting in a holy cause could be seen as a Christ-like 

martyr, whose death is never fully acknowledged as a loss in the sense that the future existence of 

the dead person can be effectively detached from the future life of the survivor. Instead, as Phelps 

was horrified to observe in the case of the widowed women of dead Union soldiers, those who 

mourned these ‘martyrs’ often had to sacrifice their own futures. To accent this, the bereaved woman 

in her story is not even a widow but the fiancé of the dead soldier. Phelps thus uses the metaphor of 

the “altar” to bring home her point about the wages of feminine sacrifice—hence, the marriage altar 
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becomes an altar for a “holocaust,”  a sacrifice consumed. The story concludes: “So she lived very 

patiently at the foot of the altar where the ashes of her sacrifice lay, and knew that God had accepted 

it for the blessing of her country, herself, and John.”41 By combining her aborted hope of marriage 

with the consumed life of her fiancé the ending of the story can only be read as a rebuke to the God 

and nation that, in taking from her the one, irreplaceable object of her love, sentenced her to a life 

of grieving that absolute loss. This is what infinite grief looks like: Ruth living out the remainder of her 

life, married to the ashes of her aborted future.42 

These are the two versions of sacrifice that tend to appear throughout Phelps’ writings: ideal 

sacrifices that are “consumed”— like the corpses of heroes to whom society confers symbolic 

prestige or honor — and those that cannot be, leaving behind some immemorial remainder. The 

first kind, often male but not exclusively, refer to those whose deaths function symbolically to point 

the course to a greater redemptive mission. Felled soldiers that centuries of tradition have 

consecrated with ritual investments, or the familiar antebellum figures patterned on Christ’s 

martyrdom, like Stowe’s Little Eva, for whom the next world opens up with the promise of a 

restorative glory and the survivors can attach their feelings to a greater cause whose justice will 

redeem its costs. The second kind of sacrifices are those that testify to the fact that something isn’t 

working in the first kind; specifically, they refer to complications in mourning that have effects that 

range beyond the capacity of the usual consolatory creeds. These sacrifices are made by still-living 

women; especially industrious, pious women who have already given their due to the society of men. 

Between (male) mortal sacrifices and the sacrificial dimension of the (female) survivor’s mourning, 

in other words, there is a persistent unresolved tension. If the first materially lose their “all” when 

they lose their lives, the second equally lose their “all” when they are forced to relinquish the other’s 

life. The latter loss is of course no less material and extends by implication into the various forms of 

physical and emotional services that women did for the war effort, but included in the precise sense 
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that Phelps gives us is the burden of a future that death leaves unresolved. It is a social death that is 

incurred through the ideology of feminine martyrdom, not unlike the death sentence imputed to 

queer subjects in Lee Edelman’s sense. 43 Under Phelps’ pen, the whole artifice of otherworldly 

consolation must be repeatedly turned about in hopes of granting her grievers a modicum of solace. 

For their sake, Phelps would bring Heaven down to earth. 

The Gates Ajar: From Consolation to Compensation 

With The Gates Ajar, Phelps attempted to find a resolution to the problem of the wasteful 

sacrifices that imprisoned bereaved women in interminable mourning. Written in the form of a diary, 

Phelps plumbed the deepest resources of sentimental and religious discourses to give her readers a 

text that might mirror the affective vicissitudes of the mourning process. The protagonist Mary 

begins writing after she receives a telegram informing her that her brother Roy was “shot dead.” The 

news of the death arrives swiftly—its terseness hitting her like a physical blow. The two words “shot 

dead” “shut [her] up and wall [her] in” as she imagines “people must feel shut up and walled in, in 

Hell.”44 And yet, after this initial rapidity, everything slows down in a temporal disjuncture that 

separates Mary’s internal experiences from the chronological progression of dates.45 She barely 

notices as the days and weeks fly by, noting only that “the sunsets come and go.” Her house, no 

longer a “home,” feels like a prison in which she is serving an interminable sentence. At first filled 

only with such anguished descriptions, the record Mary keeps in her diary manages to provide her 

with a stability that at least keeps her enough in contact with time to note the dates and record the 

distance from the event of the death. 

One of the main reasons Mary initially finds Roy’s death exceptionally hard to bear is 

because it is uniquely through her connection to her brother that she is able to imagine a future life 

for herself. Their parents having died long ago, Mary had lived “alone together” with her brother for 
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most of their lives and so “he had grown to me, heart of my heart, and life of my life”(GA, 7). She 

compares her devastation to other women who have lost loved ones in terms of a difference in the 

way that loss affects desire’s future expectations. Whereas “most young women of my age have their 

dreams, and a future probable or possible, which makes the very incompleteness of life sweet” 

because of the hope for potential love awaiting them somewhere, Mary declares that her future was 

“already settled long ago,” since “Roy was all there was” (GA, 7). With her affections already 

“settled”— exclusively directed onto an object permanently consigned to the past — Mary has no 

hope for a future other than the repetition of her confrontation with this loss and thwarted 

expectation, the “bare, blank sense of physical repulsion from death” (GA, 7). 

Unlike the lonely seamstress in “A Sacrifice Consumed,” Mary’s social death is not 

correlated to social isolation; she suffers in public. Told that she should have managed her 

expectations because “everyone knows by what a hair a soldier’s life is always hanging” and harassed 

by town gossip that her grief was “con-trary to the will of Providence,” Mary attempts to seclude 

herself but to no avail (G.A.,3). The sense of Roy’s death’s “blankness” and “repulsion” repeatedly 

confronts her as neighbors and acquaintances offer condolences couched in the austere Calvinist 

language of monitory self-discipline and the national rhetoric of military martyrdom. Finding such 

condolences to be an “exquisite inquisition” rather than a source of comfort, Mary feels violated to 

the point that she feels like her neighbors’ words are “a hundred little needles” pricking at her, 

turning her heart about to “cut into it at pleasure” (G.A., 6). Ironically, the discursive effects of the 

Calvinist ideology of sacrifice register as an almost sadistic enjoyment that, especially when 

conjugated with Heaven as a static, empty transcendence only reflects back, and thereby intensifies, 

her pain. There is no relief from Mary’s constant reminders that Roy’s death is definitive of her 

precarious position in her religious community and the latter seems almost to delight in intrusively 

reminding her of her vulnerability. 
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Approached by the town deacon, Mary is horrified by his orthodox Calvinist insistence that 

Roy is “merged in worshipping before the Great White Throne” and thus has no interest anymore in 

“this miser’ble earthly spere”(sic; G.A., 13) In terms reminiscent of the stern sermon Phelps recalled 

from her Andover days about the “infinite punishment” incurred by rebellion against an Infinite 

Being, the deacon casts suspicion on Mary, warning her that too much mourning signifies a rejection 

of the ascetic doctrine of “glory in triboolation,” a sinful preference for the finite over the infinite 

(G.A., 14). But what wounds her especially here is the thought that all of Roy’s affections are 

“subdued to God,” that he doesn’t have any particular love for his sister anymore and, since her 

own identity is still dependent on the only man in her life, she feels depleted: “I am nothing anymore 

to Roy” (G.A., 14). By relegating her loved one to a mercilessly distant heaven severed from any 

continued connection to the mortal realm, the dogma of total sacrifice mirrors the social and 

psychological ravage of her disconnection from any meaningful relation to her world.  The ideology 

of sacrifice obscures the bare finitude to which she is helplessly exposed. 

But unlike Ruth, who is left at the altar of her fiancé’s sacrifice at the end of the story, Mary’s 

mourning would find a way beyond the impasse of fixated finitude. This becomes possible when her 

Aunt Winifred arrives, enabling the shift from being the tragic victim of the doctrine of sacrifice to 

being able to take creative authorship of the sacrificial significance of her loss. Winifred, a 

missionary and unorthodox believer in an afterlife inspired by the theology of Emanuel Swedenborg 

and the contemporary Spiritualist movement, announces her impending arrival in a letter of 

introduction whose language demonstrates an accomplished shift from hopeless grief and a telos of 

loss to the reparative promise of love’s renewed bonds. Calling her niece “My Dear Child,” she 

announces with certainty and sanguine expectation that she has been thinking “how happy you will 

be by and by because Roy is happy” and tells her explicitly that she has been keeping her niece in 

mind and wishes to console her if possible (G.A., 17). Unlike the town’s would-be consolers 
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Winifred does not presume to know how to comfort her but is self-aware enough to be sensitive to 

the possibility of ‘intermeddling.’ Taking care to avoid any explicit mention of death or loss, the 

language of her letter performs a tact that Mary only finds to be missing among her townsfolk. 

Suddenly granted the space she needs to assert her separate existence from its mooring in Roy’s 

vacancy, even this slightest discretion helps to reground her if for no other reason than that it 

suspends the otherwise constant intrusion of others. 

Presented as the counterpoint to the patriarchal Calvinism of the town’s religious leaders, 

Winifred is a sharp-witted sentimental heroine “who knows something about fate, free-will, and 

foreknowledge absolute, who is not ignorant of politics, and talks intelligently of Agassiz’s latest 

fossil […] yet never speaks an accent above that essentially womanly voice of hers” (G.A., 61). This 

“womanly” voice is what empowers Winifred to dazzle Mary and the rest of the people in town. 

Unlike the abject, socially dead woman Phelps described as a victim of society’s perverse doctrine of 

self-sacrifice, she is closer to what Barton Levi St. Armand calls “a type of the new no-nonsense 

Christian woman” whose pragmatic disposition and affect-infused know-how reflects the emergent 

“sentimental love-religion” of the postwar era.46 Winifred, with her distinctly sentimental know-how 

of consolation, opens up the possibility of an alternative to the rigid, Calvinist, masculine discourse 

of expiatory sacrifice and self-sacrificial mourning. 

In this sense, Winifred embodies the possibility that Mary has a future beyond her abjection, 

even literally embodies it, since one way Phelps shows this is through their physical similarities. 

Having lost her husband three years prior, Winifred had already gone through a parallel experience 

of difficult mourning.47 As a sign of this event, Winifred’s features at 35 (only a few years older than 

Mary) suggest someone much older. Her hair once bronze has grown “quite grey” before its time; 

her eyes are mainly blue but “change with every word she speaks” (G.A., 25). What’s intriguing is 
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that these features are not presented as merely a mark of suffering, but rather, a sign of a special 

wisdom acquired uniquely through her having passed through the worst of her destitution and 

emerged intact. Mary admiringly describes her as having done “what it takes a lifetime for some of 

us to do; what some of us go into eternity leaving undone […] sounded her own nature,” and that 

consequently she “knows the worst of herself, and faces it as fairly, I believe, as anybody can do in 

this world”(G.A., 54-55). Through recognition of this parallel experience of mourning, Mary finds 

that she is bonded to her aunt in more than just a biological sense — as Mary puts, they become 

connected through the “kinship of her pain”(G.A., 30). 

Just as her social abjection thus begins to be healed through an acknowledgement of the 

“kinship of her pain”—an exercise in the logic of sympathetic identification that also makes her aunt 

into a future extension of herself — so her sense of her loss’ ‘eternity’ is temporalized and she is 

able to imagine a future beyond it. Winifred and Roy come together to convince her that the gates of 

her future remain ajar, not “barred […] forever and forever” like the empty ‘beyond’ of finitude 

(G.A., 30). Through the authority invested in her, Winifred tells Mary with confidence that “Roy 

sees the end from the beginning, and can bear the sight of pain for the peace that he watches 

coming to meet you” (G.A., 55). Here, with subtlety, Winifred is replacing Mary’s telos of loss with a 

telos of reconciliation: Beginning at the end of Mary’s mourning and approaching backwards to 

console her, the love of her brother issuing from the lost object of her mourning is refigured as an 

impending arrival rather than a departure. 

By offering an image of future reunion with Roy, the Heaven that Winifred promises shifts 

the emphasis of Mary mourning to a hopeful future rather than an empty or abstract one.48 

Projecting the ideals of optimism and maternal warmth embodied in her own character, Winifred 

describes an eminently habitable Heaven that resembles life on Earth, complete with family homes, 
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art museums, a bustling urban life and opportunities for the dead to find employment by intervening 

into the consciences of the still living. At one instance, quoting Swedenborg, she describes: 

“habitations [that] are altogether like the habitations on earth which are called houses, but more 

beautiful; in them are parlors, rooms, and chambers in great numbers; there are also courts, and 

round about are gardens, shrubberies, and fields”(G.A., 96). The tranquil domesticity of Heaven’s 

gardens has a calming effect, picturing growth and new life in place of decay and disintegration. 

But what makes this sentimental Heaven have the utmost consolatory effect for Mary and 

Winifred is that it is presented as a place of mourning; where the pain of separation is sympathetically 

mirrored between the living and the dead, and the object of loss thereby becomes indeterminate. As 

Winifred describes: 

Some sort of mourning over sin enters that happy life. God himself ‘was grieved’ forty years 

long over his wandering people. Among the angels there has been ‘silence,’ whatever that 

mysterious pause may mean, just as there is joy over one sinner that repenteth; another of 

my proof-texts that, to show that they are allowed to keep us in sight. (G.A., 55) 

Mary is strangely comforted through the idea of a reciprocal mourning on the part of her 

brother, as he watches her suffer through her mourning of him. We could say that instead of being 

forced to interminably tend the space of her loss, Mary is instead encouraged to fill that space 

through the memorial image of her brother who, in turn is pictured as missing her (missing him). 

The essential lesson Winifred imparts to Mary is that, whatever God has to do with it, Roy for his 

part would not be so cruel as to forsake the particularity of his affectionate bond to his sister. In 

Heaven, there will be no “fearful looking-for of separation” (G.A., 47). To emphasize the urgency of 

this point of resistance to the sacrificial severance of her love’s singular bond, she tells Mary to “cling 

to this thought with both hands,” as it was “all she had once” (G.A., 31). So if Roy looks on Mary 
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with pity and compassion, it is because he is moved to tears on her behalf. Like all the other denizens 

of Heaven, Roy is capable of feeling for others. Crucially, Heaven is thus not so much a ‘happy place’ 

as it is a place where immortal beings have the ability to feel sorrow for finite mortals without that 

sadness diminishing their own existence. 

Through the idea of a heaven of mourning, a loop of endless mourning is created that works 

to suture the hole in Mary’s reality caused by Roy’s death. Winifred’s Heaven helps Mary to convert 

infinite loss into a restorative, sentimental economy, through what Mary Louise Kete describes as 

the sentimental circulation of dead men: “the dead remember the living as the living remember the 

dead with an ongoing economy of affection and sentiment.”49 Furthermore, Mary and Winifred 

furbish themselves with newly strengthened social identities by recycling the sentimental 

determination of their beloved men’s deaths through occupying the position of their vigilant and 

faithful devotees, in hopes of closing the traumatic gap of sacrificial loss. 

Both through sentimental companionship and the conception of the afterlife as a sublimated 

space for mourning, it would seem that Mary receives the consolation she so sorely needed. But with 

this solution, a fresh problem arises: As Mary’s feelings about the afterlife change from anxiety to joy, 

she takes so much pleasure in her newfound consolation that she can’t stop thinking about it. Before 

long, she is spending nearly every waking moment imagining how wonderful it will be after she dies.  

As the novel progresses, moreover, the focus gradually shifts from Mary’s pain over Roy’s 

separation to any separation; to separation in general. The novel’s initial premise, and promise, of 

consolation expands until the afterlife is used to provide comfort for virtually any lack. The Heaven 

of mourning thus slides into the Heaven of an obsessive production of wish-fulfillments. 

Soon, it is not only Mary who gets addicted to the sweetness of Winifred’s Heaven; once its 

sentimental therapeutics have been effectively demonstrated, people from all over town begin to ply 
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her with their grievances. Unwilling and, by principle, unable to turn away any of these supplicants, 

Winifred becomes the town’s purveyor of speculative goods. For example, Winifred tells an 

awkward son of a potato farmer that he will look more handsome than “the best of the St. Georges,” 

and that he will be able to be a machinist as he desires to be on earth, fueling his hopes that the 

hereafter will grant him a better chance at romantic success and a higher social standing (G.A., 101). 

Most notoriously, she promises Clo Bentley, a poor little girl with “an absorbing passion for music” 

that if she is good she will have a piano in Heaven, where she can play as much as she likes (G.A., 

82). 

Such instances would seem to give credence to Ann Douglas’ blunt summary: “Heaven in 

Aunt Winifred’s view is a consolation prize.”50 More precisely, Winifred’s consolatory Heaven, 

initially meant to address the pain of excessive sacrifice, gradually morphs into a Heaven of the 

“consolation prize” (a phrase that first came into popular circulation in postbellum America) where 

nothing is sacrificed without the promise of compensatory gain. What starts as an afterlife for the 

bereaved becomes the haven for all “suffocated lives,” “a place for those who failed on earth” (G.A., 

90). The compensatory logic thus expanded, it is perhaps inevitable that it be seen to extend its 

benefits not only to the disadvantaged but ultimately to the already advantaged as well. 

“Then there will be air enough for all?” 

“For all; for those who have had a little bloom in this world, as well. I suppose the artist will 

paint his pictures, the poet sing his happy songs, the orator and author will not find their 

talents hidden in the eternal darkness of a grave; the sculptor will use his beautiful gift in the 

moulding of some heavenly Carrara […] Christ said a thing that has grown on me with new 

meanings lately: --‘He that loseth his life for my sake shall find it.’ It, you see, ---not another man’s 

life, not a strange compound of powers and pleasures, but his own familiar aspirations.  […] 
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But—ah, Mary, you see it is only the life ‘lost’ for His sake that shall be so beautifully found. 

A great man never goes to heaven because he is great. He must go, as the meanest of his 

fellow-sinners go, with face towards Calvary, and every golden treasure used for love of Him 

who showed him how.” (G.A., 91) 

In this image of heaven’s hoarded treasures, we harken back to the sacrificial structure of the 

celestial economy with which we began our analysis. Here we can see the outline of the potentiality 

of the ‘waste’ that, as in Lacan’s formula of Mehrlust, is “perceived in the dimension of loss” as 

“necessitating compensation.”51 In the cities of Heaven, no talent will be wasted; the spark of desire 

will not hide under the cover of forgetful anonymity; orators, poets and sculptors will find no lack of 

employment, their happiness thus matched with their industry. In giving their very lives, these artists 

will find their “it”— their true aspiration. 

But is there not something ironic about the “golden treasure” that is used up in the service 

of heaven’s ongoing ‘sacrificial’ production? If the Heaven of The Gates Ajar was meant to console 

mourners through its rectification of Christianity’s perverse doctrine of sacrifice — whose excessive 

costs had defined Mary’s difficulties in mourning her brother — then the movement of this same 

consolatory impulse ironically threatens to debase Mary’s sacrifice by making it materially 

exchangeable. In the never-ending accumulation of all the “treasure” hoarded up for the sake of 

“Him” are we not seeing, in disguised form, the specter of endless waste and interminable loss with 

which the story began? In effect, this limitless compensatory production follows as a matter of 

course from the way that Winifred’s doctrine of Heaven was meant to console: By making Mary 

believe that Roy still lives and doesn’t forsake his bond to her, she could accept that God and nation 

had not ripped away from her all hope for the future. Moreover, the compensatory materiality of 

Winifred’s afterlife succeeds in providing Mary with a solution to her otherwise endless mourning by 
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propping up her desire; the telos of loss had become the telos of limitless production. There are no 

more losses, only “desiring machines,” as Deleuze and Guattari might have it.52 But this solution 

nonetheless threatens to revert back to the original problem. In a Heaven open to all one’s wishes, 

poised to fulfill every lack, no one any longer stands to lose anything; instead, loss itself loses 

meaning. The very openness of the afterlife masks a debilitating closure. The bare finitude of the 

telos of loss waits in the wings, threatening to unravel everything. 

If we are to believe Phelps’ own attestations about the ethical urgency with which she saw 

the consolatory task of her fiction, this result could not have been satisfactory to her. According to 

the logic of infinite grief in which Phelps framed her conviction in the afterlife, the superfluity of 

life’s sacrifices was the thing to be dreaded most of all. If the Heaven her fiction endorsed was 

meant as redemptive proof against the alternative of an endless waste that “goes on forever in our 

dark history,” The Gates Ajar seemed to twist back upon its own premise by offering mere 

compensation in place of consolation. For the sake of the women who desperately needed comfort 

in the wake of the social death to which the idealized sacrifices of their husbands and brothers had 

consigned them, in response to the inexpiable guilt imputed upon them by the asceticism of 

Calvinist theology, some other solution needed to be found. In fact, I would like to suggest that the 

need to find such a solution motivated Phelps to return to writing novels about the afterlife. 

Beyond the Gates: The Enjoyment of Sacrifice 

Phelps returned to writing fiction about the afterlife when she was 39, 15 years after the 

publication of The Gates Ajar. A drastic shift in her depiction and attitude towards the afterlife, from 

naïve cheerfulness to solemnity, indicates a significant change in Phelps’ outlook on the subject 

matter. This change could be traced in the aforementioned 1893 article for The North American Review. 

Here, she points out that numerous disappointments have taken their toll; that doubts about the 
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direction her life has subsequently taken dampened the enthusiasm with which she initially turned to 

the promise of the future life: 

We start at "fair-and-twenty," eager, ardent, imperious, hungry for happiness, petulant with 

fate, rebellious against anguish and grasping for hope; arrogant to maintain that the personal 

factor is the conclusive one in life's mysterious problem. At forty, we stand with calmer pulse 

and failing heart-beat, and the sadder but stiller eye that has become acquainted with 

existence. We no longer demand and insist in the wrong — perhaps not even in the right— 

places. We do not hit out from the shoulder at fate. The longing for repose takes the place of 

the demand for joy, and it is easier to rest than to exact. At too hard a blow, some 

unexpected day, we fall; and are surprised to find no life left in us to rise to the conflict again. 

In fine, the liabilities of weakness replace the temptations to be found in the assets of 

strength.53 

Melancholy exhaustion and doubt are everywhere in evidence. The exuberance with which she 

formerly felt that her consolatory message was decisive appears to have been disrupted and derailed 

by some obscure contingency—a “blow” issuing from nowhere in particular. If the ensuing “longing 

for repose” of her more mature years in some measure shapes her motivation to write about the 

afterlife again, as she seems to be saying here, one can only surmise that she intended it as a 

corrective to her earlier views. This is not to say that her reasons for writing again about the 

hereafter was done in either a nostalgic or cynical mood. Rather, what she is suggesting here 

indicates that, in order to affirm the vision of the future life that she had in her youth, she needed to 

clarify for herself how her demand for happiness should have issued in the “right place.” If 

something about her ambition in writing The Gates Ajar had dared to challenge “fate,” she has since 

become chastened by its answering blow. The real replied. 
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It is imperative to clarify then the stark contrast of the two novels in order to trace Phelps’ 

development of her theory of consolation, mourning, and afterlife. The afterlife in The Gates Ajar, 

for example, worked to address two problems simultaneously: Mary’s social death and the death of 

her brother. In effect, Mary Cabot needed Winifred to help her imagine a future that would not be a 

mere repetition of loss. But this solution, given both through Winifred herself as an ideal consoler 

and through her encouragement to imagine Roy’s continued existence, also conflated the two 

“deaths”—Mary’s recuperation from her social death remained dependent upon her continued 

subordinate attachment to her dead brother, now reanimated in Winifred’s doctrine of Heaven. 

Thus, rather than leading to any true separation whereby Mary could have an independent existence 

and a future of her own, Heaven maintained her ongoing attachment to her brother such that 

separation was impossible. So the consolatory purpose of Winifred’s Heaven extended into a fantasy 

of limitless compensation, the continually repeated attempt to translate loss into wish-fulfillment. 

Nonetheless, an advance had doubtless been made: Mary was no longer stuck with the bottomless 

despair of fixated loss; now she could imagine a future life. But with this advance, the problem 

moved to a different level: This future life offered something more than consolation, but now there 

was simply too much compensatory pleasure for Mary and Winifred’s converts to effectively want to 

let go of their losses. The superfluity that Phelps was determined to contain within the space of the 

afterlife had once again escaped. By the end of the novel, mourning had once again become endless 

in the new form of a narcissistic, melancholic enjoyment. 

So, in the new novel Phelps attempts the consolatory strategy from a different angle. If The 

Gates Ajar took the perspective of those mourning the dead in the attempt to clear away a certain 

obstacle in the future, Beyond the Gates takes Heaven as its setting directly, looking backwards for the 

conditions of an inaugural problem. As a result and necessarily, the object of mourning this time 

does not implicate another person but the protagonist’s own self. But the way the heavenly conceit, 
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as well as her own “death,” is established is curiously ambiguous: The protagonist, again named 

Mary, succumbs to brain fever (the disease, incidentally, that killed Phelps’ mother) and appears to 

“die,” although in the very final pages of the story it’s revealed that she has only been given a shot 

by her attending physician and eventually recovers. Thus the “brain fever” leaves open the distinct 

possibility that the heavenly excursion that follows is no more than a hallucination, as if Phelps 

wants to plant one foot firmly within the domain of scientific verifiability and make the novel’s 

afterlife vision a falsifiable hypothesis. 

Is this a sign of doubt, a hesitation lest her readers take her too much at her word as regards 

her professed belief? Or is it rather that, in contrast to its predecessor whose grave sense of purpose 

was so heavily invested in the context of Civil War consolation, this heavenly excursion was meant 

to be more explicitly a fantasy, or perhaps personal, as some critics have suggested?54 But if this 

afterlife is more personal, more explicitly a fantasy meant to resolve a personal problem, the 

problem is nonetheless a continuation of the same premise that Phelps originally proposed in the 

earlier novel; or to put it differently, the afterlife here is another elaboration of the problem of 

consolation. The Mary of Beyond the Gates, then, can be seen as trying to resolve the dilemma of 

endless mourning that Mary in The Gates Ajar had thrust upon her. 

In contrast to Mary Cabot who is economically dependent on her brother and her 

inheritance of her family’s home and wealth, the Mary of Beyond the Gates is a self-sufficient, albeit 

exceedingly busy person, a woman who had taken full advantage of what opportunities for 

employment she could find. These activities comprise the lion’s share of middle-class occupations 

available to Northern white women in the decade following the Civil War: A nurse during the war, 

then in the Sanitary Commission, then the Freedman’s Bureau, an officer in a women’s prison, some 

work for the State Bureau of Labor for the factory workers of her town and a schoolteacher. 
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Additionally, she volunteers full-time for charity organizations and looks after her invalid mother at 

home. Early on, she describes herself as though “circumstances” had “thrust” her into the “outward” 

life of this constant social activity —an inevitable, necessary movement on her part “as a means of 

self-preservation from the inward life.” (B.G., 142) 

The hinted darkness becomes clarified as a thought emerges when she rests, like an 

automatic reflex, that she might prefer being dead: “Beyond the idle impulse of a weary moment, 

which signifies no more than the reflex action of a mental muscle, and which I had been in the habit 

of rating accordingly, I had never wished to die.” (B.G., 142) Furthermore, after she falls ill, she 

describes herself as being constantly miserable, lacking sleep, restless to the point of intolerability 

and, most of all, as suffering from the “incessant burden” of “heavy responsibilities,” most 

particularly those pertaining to her looking after her mother’s affairs (B.G., 143). In the midst of 

these cares, she “slip[s] upon a pause” and falls into a deathly swoon, the intimation being that the 

apparently fatal illness arrives as a desperate remedy to her overworked and overburdened 

conscience. Her passage out of this world is thus described as though she follows the track of 

something that had slipped away from her through her years of ceaseless activity. Having “reached 

the foundation of all human feeling,” she sinks “below the depths of all other love” (B.G., 148). 

Death has scarcely ever seemed so attractive, even luxurious, as this gentle fall into unconditional 

love. 

In going with this retrogressive pull, the first sign that Mary is no longer among the living is 

when she sees her dead father. As with all of the people she will meet in Heaven, the quality of her 

father’s affections have noticeably changed: Whereas he “used to love us nervously and passionately,” 

he is now shown as “of one whose whole nature was saturated with rest, and to whom the fitfulness, 

distrust, or distress of intense feeling acting upon a super-sensitive organization, were impossible” 
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(B.G., 147). Evidently, death has given her father a break from ceaseless toil, which allowed him to 

connect with a deeper, more authentic nature. Her father helps Mary to go through the same 

process: “with a touch of authority,” he beckons his daughter to come out of bed and walk toward 

his extended arms. As his arms enfold her, she notices that her long illness is suddenly at an end. At 

this moment, Mary feels a “deep love” that is not merely coming from her dead father, but from 

something beyond the imperfect particularity of mortal affection. 

This “deep love” or repose, which Mary later discovers to be the very ordering principle of 

Heaven, is a distinctly sentimental force, a kind of pervasive, disciplinary affect. When Mary enters 

one of the cities of Heaven, for example, she encounters a crowd of people “trained by attrition with 

many influences” that make them devote themselves wholly to moral pursuits with pleasure (B.G., 

195). Like urban democratic masses back on earth, they have “great intentness of purpose” albeit 

“balanced with the conflicts of various interests.” But unlike typical urban throngs, they possess 

“ambition without unscrupulousness, power without tyranny, success without vanity, care without 

anxiety, effort without exhaustion […] but a repose that it was impossible to call by any other name 

than divine, controlled their movements, which were like the pendulum of a golden clock whose 

works are out of sight.” All of these traits build up to an image of utopian democracy, though one in 

which sentimentalism is an applied social principle, and the suggestion seems to be that the universal 

conduct of this melancholy “attrition” makes people more humane, more industrious, and above all, 

more secure in their relations with each other. Such is the fantasy of affective community. 

But all of this is in effect of the quality of divine repose that possesses their bodies; the 

“deep love” that suffuses the heavenly atmosphere with a deathly aura and gives everyone a feeling 

of vague but palpable affective solidarity. This affective possession of bodies — the form of control 

that the repose exerts — raises questions to Mary’s mind about freedom in Heaven. Such questions 
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become rebellious in nature as she realizes her own, strong desire to return to Earth to comfort 

those who are mourning her. This desire, or “an intense revulsion of feeling, too strong for 

expression,” causes her to turn her back on the heavenly landscape (B.G., 166); but the force of the 

divine repose soon answers this desire by holding her down: “I felt myself drawn and shaped, even 

like a wave by the tide, by something far mightier than my own wish” (B.G., 167). She struggles, but 

eventually the weight of the repose holds her down with an unconquerable gravity. What’s intriguing 

is the ways in which Mary tries to reconcile herself with this heavenly will; not so much because she 

agrees with it, but because it effectively seduces her by some enigmatic bond that she feels both to 

God and to death. The “deep love” she felt earlier, the deathly repose and the rule of sentimentality 

in Heaven is experienced as a constraint — a constraint that is not exterior to herself. 

Something of the source of its power becomes clearer later on when, on the shore of 

Heaven’s sea of glass, Mary meets an old pupil, Marie Sauvee. When she introduces herself, Mary is 

shocked into realizing a “tale of sorrow and shame” — sorrow, to see in Heaven this little French 

girl who was once “thrown in [her] way” when Mary was doing missionary work in Washington; and 

shame, to have failed to recognize her instantly (B.G., 192). But there is more to Mary’s sense of 

sorrow and shame; Marie’s very presence in Heaven as a young girl is, to Mary, an indication of her 

failure, as the early death of Marie closes up any future possibility of Mary to convert her. The initial 

shock gives way to guilt and horror at her “wasted efforts” and the futility of expended sacrifices. 

Mary recognizes: 

She had cost me many of those precious drops of soul’s blood which all such endeavor 

drains, and in the laboratory of memory I had labeled them, ‘Worse Than Wasted,’ and sadly 

wondered if I should do the same again for such another need, at just such hopeless 
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expenditure, and had reminded myself that it was not good spiritual economy, and said that I 

would never repeat the experience, and known all the while that I should. (B.G., 192) 

In strangely quantitative, explicitly economic terms, Mary measures her affection as 

participating in a “celestial economy”— the “cost” of her “soul’s blood” that was meant to be 

redeemed by the success of her efforts in convincing Marie to convert. Evidently, Marie had died 

before Mary could have seen the result of her expenditure and so had realized her worst fear: that all 

her labor had been in vain. 

As if reading her mind, Marie however assures Mary that her sacrifices did not amount to 

waste. It was, Marie maintains, by first loving Mary that she learned to love goodness and therefore 

God: “It was He who took me on from love of you, to love of Him as you put one foot after 

another in learning how to walk after you have had a terrible sickness.” (B.G., 194) Through the 

power of sentimental love, Mary’s sacrifices led Marie to first idealize Mary, then, upon her death, to 

transfer her feelings onto Christ’s redemptive sacrifice. Like in the earlier scene, when Mary 

overcomes her sickness by walking to her father, the movement of redemption is secured through 

her obedience to a paternal will that reverberates with the call for sacrificial death. 

An imperious violence is implicit in this fulfillment. Marie shimmers with an “excess of light” 

that is also accented by the “sudden, sharp way” in which she looks at Mary. 

“Die for Him!’ she said after a passionate silence. “If I could die everlastingly and 

everlastingly and everlastingly, to give Him any pleasure, or to save Him any pain […] And 

I’ve only got to live everlastingly instead. (B.G., 194) 

Here, the doctrine of sacrifices consumed re-emerges with a ferocity, as if in punishment for an 

unspoken transgression. Marie evokes God’s perversity: He has bought Marie’s life with the wages 

of an infinite sacrifice—everlastingly and everlastingly— which serves only to give Him pleasure. 
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The Protestant doctrine of excessive sacrifices such as had been burned into Phelps’ memory from 

the war appears at the very heart of Heaven. Recall Phelps’ admonition: “To live for others; to make 

complete abnegation of themselves and to have no life but in their affect. . .” is “the most insidious and 

most hopeless injury which society worked upon women . . . [a] perversion of the great Christian theory of 

self-sacrifice.” What is revealed here through the young girl’s ardent declaration is a heavenly scandal: 

the celestial economy of sacrifice is not really a circle, but only goes one way—to God’s infinite 

enjoyment. Marie’s declaration makes plain that her willingness to “die for him!” is tantamount to 

what it means to live for him—whether she lives or dies, it is all the same a perverse forfeiture. Her 

existence is “everlastingly” for His enjoyment—for the good of God, man and established religion… 

In any event, not for the girl who has to “live everlastingly” in His service. 

The perverse structure of paradisiacal enjoyment is again examined in the Symphony of 

Color, a synesthetic ensemble where a succession of globes of light emerge from the thoughts of its 

musicians and swirl together, inciting the audience into a frenzy of emotion as a choir sings 

Hosannas and hymns.  In the midst of this hubbub, Mary reflects on God’s hedonistic sanction of 

limitless enjoyment. 

We had suffered so much, some of us, below, that it did not seem natural, at first, to accept 

sheer pleasure as an end in and of itself. But I learned that this, like many other fables in 

Heaven, had no moral. Live! Be! Do! Be glad! Because He lives, ye live also. Grow! Gain! 

Achieve! Hope! That is to glorify Him and enjoy Him forever. […] Being in harmony with 

the Soul of all delights—dare to indulge thine own soul to the brim therein. Having acquired 

holiness—thou hast no longer any broken law to fear. (B.G., 215) 

At the furthest cry from the sufferings of Ruth from “A Sacrifice Consumed” or Mary in The Gates 

Ajar, the view from the height of Heaven reveals that a dumb enjoyment without moral or purpose 
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is the reward for a life of self-sacrificial asceticism. This is the compensatory principle of Heaven 

taken to its logical conclusion — what began as the horror and recoil from a too great sacrificial loss 

can only be answered through the tautological stupidity of an enjoyment that, having no other 

purpose, is only “an end in and of itself.” Reduced to empty imperatives, the morals of Heaven 

dissipate into what it means to “glorify and enjoy Him.” How to reconcile this hedonistic excess 

with the ascetic law of attrition elsewhere in evidence? 

Having at last confronted the reward for all those sacrifices thus revealed as the empty 

waste of the Other’s enjoyment, a palpable ambivalence is detectable through the remainder of the 

novel, framed through Mary’s sudden loneliness. After her mother arrives in Heaven, she rejoins her 

father in the family home he has prepared for them, and Mary decides to let them have some private 

time alone. Witnessing the ideal domestic bliss of her parents, Mary realizes that she wants a home 

of her own. Temporarily homeless, she loses herself in a quandary over the paradox of infinite 

possibility as she flies through heaven’s limitless expanse. 

What possibilities stretched on; each leading to a larger, like newly-discovered stars, one 

beyond another; as the pleasure or the achievement took its place, the capacity for the next 

increased. Satiety or its synonyms passed out of our language, except as a synonym of the 

past. […] 

Already, though so short of a time had I been in the upper life, my imagination was 

overwhelmed with the sense of its possibilities. […] I was ready for the inconceivable itself. 

In how many worlds should I experience myself? How many lives should I live? […] Might 

one try the domestic or the public career in different existences? Try the bliss of love in one 

age, the culture of solitude in another? Be oneself, yet be all selves? […] 

88 



 

 

 

 

Know the ecstasy of assured union with the one creature chosen out of time and Eternity to 

complement the soul? And yet forever pursue the unattainable with the rapture and the 

reverence of newly-awakened and still ungratified feeling? (B.G., 226) 

Mary’s dazed reflections dart from paradox to paradox: With everything seemingly at the disposal of 

her desire, what is left for her to desire? If everything is permitted, what any longer has value? 

Without any ballast in any singular desire’s object, no task can ever really be complete. The distance 

between possibility and achievement vanishes with infinite capacity. As infinite possible lives appear 

before her, she feels paralyzed to choose even one.55 The imminent sense of the splitting of Mary’s 

identity, its fragmentation into infinite possible selves and futures, is only barely concealed by the 

speculative form of her quandary. 

As Phelps allows us to see, the fantasy of Heaven as a place of limitless freedom and 

compensatory fulfillment for suffering on earth is overwhelming. Loss thus has an economic 

meaning that had been previously overlooked; without even a minimal distance in which the 

individuated subject can pursue a desire apart from the limitless field of possibilities, the heavenly 

space puts everyone under a limitless pressure. As can clearly be seen here, this pressure follows 

precisely from the fact that the logic of the infinite is at issue. Without any external limits, Mary has 

nowhere to go but the memory of what she had lost. Paradoxically, the lack of loss is catastrophic. 

In a point of remarkable candor, Phelps has Mary say, at this culminating point: “But for myself, 

events had brought no solution of the problems of my past; and with the tenacity of a constant 

nature I was unable to see any for the future” (B.G., 228). 

In a comment on Schelling’s notion of “infinite melancholy,” Slavoj Zizek observes that the 

melancholic fantasy can sometimes be perceived more clearly as a suffocating overabundance than a 

deprivation, particularly when situated in the space of Heaven: “[T]here is already in paradisiacal 
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satisfaction something suffocating, a longing for fresh air, for an opening that would break the 

unbearable constraint; and this longing introduces into Paradise an unbearable infinite Pain, a desire 

to break out--- life in Paradise is always pervaded by an infinite melancholy.”56 In like manner, we 

can see how Mary’s quandary in Beyond the Gates registers an “unbearable infinite Pain”— that is, the 

pain of a closed universe of total compensation — that inevitably leads her to look for some respite 

from the omnipresence of heavenly joy. Her initial feelings of exuberance as she contemplated the 

heavenly space thus eventually subside into the old desolation. 

Ah me! Was it possible to feel desolate even in Heaven?   

I think it may be, because I had been much occupied with thoughts like these; or it may be 

that, since my dear mother’s coming, I had been, naturally, thrown more by myself  in my 

desire to leave those two uninterrupted in their first reunion. But I must admit that I had 

lonely moments, when I realized that Heaven had yet failed to provide me with a home of 

my own […] I must admit that I began to be again subject to retrospects and sadnesses 

which had been well brushed away by my heart since my advent to this place. I must admit 

that in experiencing the immortality of being, I found that I experienced no less the 

immortality of love. 

(B.G., 227) 

Now the immortal love is not God’s, but the desire for a mortal partner. In effect, the two loves are 

not commensurate: God’s infinite love, as it turns out, does not really satisfy her. In wanting a 

“home of [her] own,” she asserts her individuated desire. Getting to the point of this realization, 

however, required first traversing the heavenly space. But once she arrives at this realization, there is 

little left to say that doesn’t risk disrupting the heavenly fantasy altogether. In what seems like a 

rather hasty ending, Mary encounters her soulmate (identified only as “him whom I remembered”) 
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in the final pages: A man whom Mary used to love but from whom she had been separated from for 

many years and had since remarried. However, his wife has since found another and he is not overly 

perturbed by it. Departing from the Heaven of fantasy, the haste of the ending leaves this last point 

in an almost comic point of suspense. It would have to wait until the last Gates novel, when Phelps 

would extract this newly refined problem of ideal love as a problem that has to be negotiated 

between the sexes, thus bringing Heaven down to earth. 

The Gates Between: Love Through Separation 

At this point, we can take stock of Phelps’ Gates trilogy through the titular motif of the 

“gates” between the life and the afterlife. Each of these three novels, insofar as they concern this 

boundary, can be seen as staging a fantasy of mourning in which the “gates” represents the 

separation between the mourner and the object of mourning. The Gates Ajar is written from the 

perspective of the mourner who is only able to glimpse the object on the other side of this mortal 

boundary; that is, the gates are “ajar” just enough that the mourner can imagine her object awaiting 

her on the other side. But through the course of that novel, as Winifred’s Heaven becomes more 

appealing, the object gets closer and closer, until there is no longer any separation between the living 

and the dead. By the end, the characters are spending all their time in their afterworld imaginings. 

In the next novel, Phelps decided to take things to the next step. Rather than to be satisfied 

with the “beyond” at a distance, the next novel launches its characters into the heavenly space 

directly. As a drama of mourning, it thus proceeds from the melancholic position where the object 

of mourning has been fully integrated with the would-be mourner until the two are indistinguishable. 

This conflation, which figures in the novel as the all-pervasive (and ultimately oppressive) presence 

of God’s omnipresent love, is ultimately too much for its protagonist. She finds that she needs to 

create a space for herself, and so she searches for an exit from paradisiacal love whereby she can re-
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establish the separateness of her desire. At the ambiguous conclusion of Beyond the Gates, Mary thus 

finds herself drawn away from heaven by regrets and sadness symbolized through her desire to find 

a home of her own—that is, a relationship that would be independent of God’s Will. 

The Gates Between, then, completes this sequence by concentrating on the way the separation 

between the mourner and the object of mourning is constituted. This story, as the title signifies, is 

not about Heaven but about a ghostly limbo situated between the mortal world and the world beyond 

— and this setting is precisely what renders the protagonist so different from Phelps’ other novels. 

Dr. Esmerald Thorne, as a ghost, is trapped not apart from but within the world he leaves behind; 

he thus cannot escape the consequences of his life’s deeds. 

How long I remained a prisoner in that unwelcome spot I cannot accurately tell. What are 

called by dwellers in the body days and nights, and dawns and darks, succeeded each other, 

little remarked by my wretchedness, or by the sense of remoteness from these things which 

now began to grow upon me. The life of what we call a spirit had begun for me in the form 

of a moral dislocation. The wrench, the agony, the process of setting the nature under its 

new conditions, took place in due order, but with bitter laggardness. The accident of death 

did not heal in my soul by what surgeons call “the first intention.” I retained for a long time 

the consciousness of being an injured creature.57(G.B., 287) 

Here, the place Esmerald is confined to is explicitly a space of self-mourning. As such, it is 

technically a melancholic working through of narcissistic injury. Time moves according to the 

ambiguous movements of an affective process all its own, just as had been described in Mary’s 

mourning journal in The Gates Ajar. But this is also no ordinary mourning; Esmerald is confined to 

this particular spot for a reason — his sense of dislocation is a “moral” one, that is, he must locate 

the reason for the guilt which harangues him. Because the object of his mourning is confused (he 
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mourns both himself and the wife he leaves behind), he has not yet found a means of separation; or, 

to put it differently, he needs to create a separate “place” within himself by which he may be 

individuated. Given, then, that the object of his mourning is dislocated, in order to be able to 

achieve an end to his mourning, he must first locate the source of his guilt in a symbolic “place” 

before he can begin to make reparation and pass on. 

Suffering from guilt, Esmerald narrates his story as a search for expiation: “I do not tell this 

story for my own gratification. I tell it to fulfill the greatest responsibility of my life” (G.B., 235) But 

what’s interesting is that this is stated not merely in the narcissistic argot of a confession, in which 

the pressure of self-exposure might afford temporary egoistic pleasure through its relief of tension 

or feed into the false assumption that such a settling of accounts would undo what damage had been 

done. Certainly a relief is sought through this story, but its acquisition is not to be taken with respect 

to the status of the messenger but through the accurate conveyance of the message itself: “I wish to 

be considered only as the messenger, who comes and departs, and is thought of no more.” 

Inevitably, Esmerald cannot be like Mary in Beyond the Gates who has an abstract, idealized 

sentiment towards the mortal world, because he is forced to witness and confront his mistakes, flaws, 

and what others think of him constantly. This is amplified in Esmerald’s death and its aftermath. 

One November day, Esmerald is especially overworked — engaged with a number of house calls, 

sixty patients at the hospital, a panic at the stock market, and with his one year old son suddenly ill 

— he has to rush out the door. Feeling pressured by time and his many impending appointments for 

the day, he repeatedly snaps at this wife that he feels like he’s being “driven to death” (G.B., 254, 

256). When he finds he’s running eight minutes behind schedule he yells at her for her “senseless 

anxiety” and declares that he wishes he married someone with more “wifely spirit” or else “not 

married anyone at all” (G.B., 257). He gets in his carriage and urges his horse along at full speed. 

93 



 

 

 

 

 

Then, as if in fulfillment of his repeated refrain that he’s being “driven to death” his horse and 

buggy collides with that of another, whose passenger happens to be a patient of his. 

Even after he dies, his “accustomed sense of haste” takes hold of him to the exclusion of all 

other thoughts (G. B., 262). At first he doesn’t know he’s dead but goes to meet each of his 

appointments for the day. In each instance, as he attempts to communicate with the still living, he 

reacts with anger and hurt pride at being ignored by the myopic concerns of those around him. At 

the hospital, one of his colleagues claims that the only way to keep the hospital running is to turn 

away patients. Castigating the members of the staff —“the wealthiest and most influential clienteles 

in the city” — Esmerald breaks in with an impassioned speech that they would do better to raise the 

money themselves, only to be ignored as it seems they flagrantly insult him to his face: “Dr. Thorne 

has always been a little too personal, in this matter” says Dr. Gazell, a statement made “with a vague 

air of being in earnest” and to which the assembled staff unanimously agree, calling him an 

“unreasonable fellow” (G.B., 263). 

As he observes that everyone else is blinded by their haste and self-interest, it is nonetheless 

only by his being for the first time treated like a ghost or a non-person that he is able to recognize 

that he is no better. Relentlessly pulled along by his obligations, he pushes aside his thoughts that he 

should inform his wife of his carriage accident. Instead, he is held in thrall by what he describes as 

his “fixed idea” that he should first see his stockbroker, Mr. Brake (G.B., 264). This “delusion” that 

he could not see his wife until he first saw Brake is linked to his assurances that his wife will forgive 

him and take care of his injury from the accident. The inescapable connection between these 

thoughts is that Esmerald is arranging things in such a way that his wife is expected to continually 

put his needs before her own. But of course, when Esmerald figures out he is dead, he is mortified, 

and begins to realize how his assumptions were deeply unjust. 
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Throughout the novel, Phelps presents Esmerald and his idea of love through the language 

of injuries and the compensatory desire to treat and care for them. When he falls in love with his 

wife Helen, for example, he reports that he feels he had been “beaten by a thing” at which all his 

career he was accustomed to treating as an illness (G.B., 246). Similarly, he repeatedly describes 

himself as being susceptible to wounding or vulnerability on account of his especial blind spot 

regarding both women and the importance of emotions. For the same reason, he idealizes his wife 

as a nurturer and someone who knows and respects the value of self-care. When he meets Helen for 

the first time, Esmerald has injured himself. Following a trout-brook one day, he absent-mindedly 

stumbles on a hickory tree root and takes a bad fall. “Mortified” to find himself in utter agony, he 

hears a woman’s exclaim, in a low voice, “Oh! You are hurt!” whereupon Helen appears and 

“pitifully regarding him” attends to his injury and helps him walk home (G.B., 239). 

If Esmerald’s profession is what makes him comfortable in articulating romantic love in 

terms of illness, injury, and treatment, it is also what condemns “sentimentality”: a term “belonging 

to that category which people of my profession or temperament are wont to dismiss as 

‘emotional’”(G.B., 246). And this disdain is not simply about prejudices of the physicians. As shown 

in the language through which Esmerald introduces himself, it is a gendered discourse: 

There is a further peculiarity about such unconsciousness; that it is not material for 

education. You can teach a man that he is not generous, or true, or able. You can never 

teach him that he is superficial, or that he is not fine. (G.B., 236) 

Much of the reason for this, he continues, has to do with his having privileged his paternal 

heredity over his maternal inheritance—a circumstance that is related to the way that science treats 

its study of facts over and against the view of life imputed, dismissively, to the feminine sphere: 
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I have been by profession a physician; the son of a chemist; the grandson of a surgeon […] 

born and bred, as the children of science are;—a physical fact in a world of physical facts; a 

man who rises, if ever, by miracle, to a higher set of facts; who thinks the thought of his 

father, who does the deed of his father’s father, who contests the heredity of his mother, 

who shuts the pressure of his special education like a clasp about his nature, and locks it 

down with the iron experience of his calling. (G.B., 236) 

Having been thus raised according to a masculine tradition (his “special education”) that 

sanctifies his ignorance of women and abrogates the value of emotional experience, he had trusted 

his experience to that tradition’s violent reduction of his experience to a set of physical facts.  Given 

these prejudices, he confesses that he was in the “habit of classifying a woman as neuralgic, hysteric, 

dyspeptic, instead of unselfish, intellectual, [and] high-minded” (G.B., 237). Throughout the novel, as 

Esmerald becomes more acutely aware of these blind spots he also becomes aware of the violence 

of these assumptions. After he learns he is dead, he reproaches himself for the way he “had 

belabored her with the bludgeons that bruise the life out of women’s souls.” (G.B., 273) 

In this respect, the masculine tradition transmitted through Esmerald’s medical profession 

can be seen to connect with the religious tradition that Phelps criticized for the way that it levied 

upon women the weight of excessive sacrifices. Honing in upon this element of violence, Phelps is 

able to more fully account for a structural relation between the sexes.  The religious ideal has here 

become secularized and is seen very precisely as a narcissistic illusion produced as a result of mutual 

misrecognition: 

That ideal of myself, which my ideal of her created in me, and which no emergency of fate 

could have shaken, slipped in the old, fatal quicksand of use. Our ideal of ourselves is to our 
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highest life like the heart to the pulsation. It is the divinest art of the love of woman for man 

that she clasps him to his vision of himself, as breath and being are held together. (G.B., 251) 

Through the capacity to reflect upon his assumptions that the space of the afterlife has made 

available to him, Esmerald is able to admit that the ideal most sacred to him, his “highest life,” was 

in reality merely the golem of his narcissism; a fact that he not only acknowledges here but admits 

that he had allowed himself to forget (it had simply “slipped in the old, fatal quicksand of use”). This 

“ideal” of himself does not come from outside himself, even as his wife seems to have originated it, 

but is really a function of “my ideal of her.” He sees through this interplay of narcissistic reflections 

the way he had allowed his sense of reality to become myopically one-sided. He therefore reproaches 

himself in a very concrete sense for having failed to look beyond this self-gratifying circuit in order 

to see the very real sacrifices his wife was always making on his behalf. 

By highlighting the way that love’s highest ideals put subjects in its shadow, Phelps allows us 

to glimpse the melancholy vanity of spiritual love when it is transferred into an erotic context. Just as 

Mary becomes disappointed and regretful when she attains her paradisaical glory in Beyond the Gates, 

Esmerald is here aggrieved that, having now acquired his ideal through his marriage, he has actually 

just realized an unfulfilled and unfillable lack: “[…] in becoming mine she had become myself, and if 

there were a loss, that loss was in my own nature.” (G.B., 250) A loss that is in him coincides with an 

identification with his love, where the ideal aspect of his feelings clashes with his own acute feelings 

of unworthiness. Not being worthy of transcendence, he feels that he is nothing more than this 

sense of loss. 

And yet, if the loss that he mourns is something in his “own nature,” but one that 

nonetheless comes as much from his beloved, we are left with a perplexing quandary. In passing out 
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of the mortal realm, has Esmerald lost his wife, his ideal of his wife, or himself. Whose loss is it, in 

the end? 

The force of my feeling was so great at times, it seemed incredible that hers did not rush out 

to meet me like part of the same incoming wave broken by a coastal island and joining---

seemingly two, but in reality one---upon the shoreward side. For the first time in my life, in 

that rising tide of my great love, I truly knew humility. (G.B., 245) 

The gulf that causes his sadness is seen as the failure of a single, harmonious merger between 

himself and his beloved. There is no sexual relationship between them that would consummate a 

One out of Two. Instead, the One of his passion meets the negativity of the gulf that separates him 

from her. This language of an insurpassable gap that is just out of reach is repeated in the climactic 

point of the novel when, after he has died, Esmerald comes within reach of his house where his wife 

is mourning him and an “invisible force” holds him back: “I was thrust back by a blast of Power 

Incalculable; it was like the current of an unknown natural force of infinite capability.” (G.B., 284). 

Not so much the will of a personified God, but a “capability” the “infinite” force implies a 

separation that is constitutive. 

Thus, at its most refined, Esmerald’s love for his wife can only be accessed through an 

affection that resembles mourning. It was only by having become a “dumb thing in a deaf world,” 

by experiencing himself as being reduced to an object of mourning, that Esmerald is able to take 

responsibility for his life.  It is only at this threshold, within reach of his beloved who mourns him 

that Esmerald achieves a proper distance from his desire that allows him to see to what extent he 

had failed to really be alive. 

“But here I lost command of myself, and fleeing from the place where my presence and my 

misery and my entreaty alike were lost upon the attention of the living throng as were the 
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elements of the air they breathed, I rushed into the outer world again; there to wander up 

and down the street, and hate the place, and hate myself for being there, and hate the greed 

of gain I used to love, and hate myself for having loved it; and yet to know that I was forced 

to act as if I loved it still, and to be the ghost before the ghost of a desire.” (G.B., 289) 

Not only does Esmerald realize that his self-interested actions in life caused harm to others 

but his motivation for them was not really what he wanted. He compromised on his desire and, in 

consequence, he became consigned to living death. Yet it is only by being the “ghost before the 

ghost of a desire” that he is able to see that his fault is not really attributable to any failing of his will 

or even a moral deficit. His sin was that he believed too much that the self-sacrificial demands made 

upon him by his employers, the market, masculine fraternity, etc., were really in his interests. These 

demands reinforced the narcissism of his will to self-preservation, but they also squeezed all the joy 

out of his life. And in consequence, he ended up making unappeasable demands upon his wife. 

Phelps thus cleverly designs a scheme of atonement that presents readers with an insight that 

connects narcissistic self-indulgence with a spurious desire for survival. By continually renouncing 

his feelings of vulnerability and his affection for his wife for the sake of the specter of opportunity 

he was, as he put it himself, “driving himself to death.” If only Esmerald had chosen to sacrifice this 

spurious desire instead, to recognize it for the ghost that it was, he might have been able to bear his 

life better and more ethically. 

Ultimately, however, the liminal afterlife’s framework of atonement goes to show how 

Phelps, for her part, does not consider Esmerald’s melancholic love — and the narcissistic 

implications of masculine love generally — to be an irremediable injustice, but a desire that should 

be acknowledged and responsibly managed. By introducing a ghost that is able to overcome his 

narcissism, Phelps is able to take the story in the direction of mourning’s singularizing approach to 
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the other’s alterity; what she hones in on here is not reducible to the terms of a narcissistic rapport, 

neither the ideal image of self nor the imaginary other that serves as its prop. Rather than a matter of 

identifying who is to blame for the infliction of narcissistic injury, this novel hones in on what has 

been lost. 

After Esmerald learns he is dead, the single thought that keeps recurring to him is the 

overcoming of the distance that separates him from his wife. “My mind moved with a piteous 

monotony over and over and about the aching thought: to see Helen---to see Helen---to be patient 

till morning, and tell Helen---“ (G.B., 273) But here, rather than seeing separation as the traumatic 

effects of a too-great sacrifice, as something that necessarily entails women’s social death, separation 

is here eroticized. “A system of affectionate communication as to my whereabouts existed between 

us; it was one of the pleasant customs of our honeymoon which had lasted over.” (G.B., 271) Until, 

eventually, it even seems that Esmerald’s remorse is almost a precondition for erotic sentiments: “I 

should tell her how dear she was; how unworthy was I to love her […] I should spring into the 

house, and find her upstairs, in our own room; it would be so early; she would be only half-dressed, 

yet, pale and lovely, looking like a spirit, far across the rich colors of the room, her long hair loose 

about her.” (G.B., 274) 

Again and again, remorse seems to be a precondition for affection; as if a greater love 

needed to be asserted to save the mourning from turning too far into the direction of hate. His 

feelings toward himself oscillate in ambivalence, just as his wife’s might: “I loved her more because I 

had been cruel to her than if I had been kind. I loved her more because I had died than if I had 

lived.” (G.B., 283) His desire to console her in her grief for him mixes the registers of mourning and 

eros. But if we expand the picture to accommodate his wife’s grief, we have again the complex 

image of a doubled mourning that aims at an ideal intersubjective rapport: If his grief for his living 
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wife is the inverse of her grief for him, then it follows than their love for each other could take the 

form of a circularity and conjunction despite the absolute gulf that separates them. By mourning her 

mourning, he hopes to console her completely by fulfilling her lack. In such a way, loss becomes the 

precondition for unlimited love, an ideal eros. But what’s especially worth foregrounding here is 

how this novel makes plain the fact that the desire to console in mourning is itself the way that mourning leads 

from loss to desire. 

The changeover from ideal, melancholy love to an eroticism that is gradually carried forward 

through the desire to mourn becomes manifest towards the end of the novel. In the midst of 

Esmerald’s haste to get to his wife, he passes by the living who hail each other in the early hours of 

the day, having heard the news of the doctor’s death: 

“What a morning!” “It puts the soul into you!” said a burly stock speculator to a railroad 

treasurer; they stood upon the steps of the Exchange, laughing, as I brushed by. “It makes 

life worthwhile,” said a healthy elderly woman, merrily, making the crossing with the light 

foot that the light heart gives. “It makes life possible,” replied a pale young girl beside her, 

coming slowly after. “Poor fellow!” sighed a stranger whom I hit in hurrying on. “It was an 

ugly way to die. Nice air, this morning!” “He will be a loss to the community,” replied this 

man’s companion. “There isn’t a doctor in town who has luck with fevers. You can’t 

convince my wife he didn’t save her life last winter. Frost, last night, wasn’t there? Very 

invigorating morning!” (G.B., 284) 

Given the repetition of the word in this context, it is highly likely that the word “morning” is meant 

to be appreciated in its homonymic significance. Mourning makes life “worthwhile” and “possible,” 

it lends perseverance to the most unendurable and distressing experiences; it provides the secret 

alchemy whereby loss can register, by a subtle line of demarcation, the renewal of the desire to live. 
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The townspeople hail each other with more appreciation and more respect having lost a member of 

their community. The poignancy and the piquancy of loss also carry with them what Hegel calls the 

“touch […] of alien supersensuousness.”58 

Through Phelps’ afterlife novels, we can see the emergence of a dialectic of mourning: what 

began as a desire to console yielded the consolation of desire. The endless waste or infinite grief that 

served as that desire’s condition — the horror and rage that Phelps felt, on behalf of the grieving 

women of her time, who had given their all for the sake of her culture’s ideals — impelled her in the 

pursuit of strange afterworlds that are in fact worlds of mourning. As her critics have duly noted, 

they are Utopian books in that they do not belong to the world as it is but instead present an ideal in 

their own right. At the full extent of this creative space of the ideal, operating, as we have seen, from 

a place of mourning, the afterlives that she depicted thus do not belong to any doctrine. They are 

Phelps’ own creation and, as such, are freely given to her readers regardless of creed or faith. The 

sacrifices that they are meant to redeem are redeemed through the art that tenders them. 
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To the Unknown Dead: Ambrose Bierce’s Monument 

Monument n. A structure intended to commemorate something which either needs no 
commemoration or cannot be commemorated. 

The bones of Agamemnon are a show, 
And ruined is his royal monument, 

but Agamemnon's fame suffers no diminution in consequence. The monument custom has 
its reductiones ad absurdum in monuments "to the unknown dead"—that is to say, monuments 
to perpetuate the memory of those who have left no memory. 

–The Devil’s Dictionary1 

If, for Elizabeth Stuart Phelps, an inexhaustible potential resides in a future that would gather up 

and redeem the waste of postbellum infinite grief, for Ambrose Bierce the only way to come to 

terms with a catastrophic past was first to accept that it could not be saved. Seared into Bierce’s 

memory from battles such as Shiloh, Chickamauga, Stones River, and Pickett’s Mill were masses of 

human debris, bodies morcellated by shot and shell, often hastily buried or even abandoned as 

regiments swiftly moved on to the next scene of fighting — images that suggested that there was no 

further development in this life or the next that might remedy what had happened. What spiritual or 

sentimental rhetoric could beatify the Federal sergeant at Shiloh lying “face upward” amid the ashes 

and timbers of his decimated cavalry unit, breathing in “convulsive, rattling snorts, and blowing it 

out in sputters of froth,” due to the fact that a “bullet had clipped a groove in his skull, above the 

temple” from which “the brain protruded in bosses, dropping off in flakes and strings”?2 Again and 

again such instances emerged from Bierce’s war stories, both nonfiction testimonies and realistic 

fiction, testifying to a war no one wanted to remember, where the hope of a better outcome was 

foreclosed. In Bierce’s mind, if there was to be any hope of picking up the pieces after the Civil War 

then it involved nothing less than a sober acceptance of these realities. 

Committed to the task of responsible commemoration, Bierce’s war tales therefore stood at 

the furthest distance from the masses of boastful testimonies by other Union veterans that followed 
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on the heels of General Sherman’s 1875 memoirs. These latter, often penned by future statesmen or 

businessmen, were triumphalist narratives that spun the public’s recollection of the war into a 

theater of individual heroics and martial virtue while white-washing its horrific violence, despair, and 

callous acts of cruelty.3 It’s hardly surprising that Bierce chose not take part in the veteran’s parades 

or the North-South reunions organized by the Grand Army of the Republic and the Confederate 

Veterans Association.4 Although he was proud of his service in the Union Army and respected his 

comrades in the Ninth Indiana Volunteer Infantry, he had seen and experienced too much, not just 

of the heartache of the war, but of the hypocrisy of its ideological aftermath. He did not much care 

for statues, flags, or other “trophies”; to Bierce, these were better suited to the task of propaganda 

than meaningful commemoration. The definition Bierce gave of “monument” in The Devil’s 

Dictionary satirizes the hollowness of such gestures in principle: “A structure intended to 

commemorate something which either needs no commemoration or cannot be commemorated.”5 In 

other words, it didn’t matter what the monuments and triumphalist testimonies claimed. Those who 

were at the battles would know how the official versions deviated from actuality, and those who 

were not were altogether too attached to the sanctity of their ignorance. But Bierce saw, likely 

because he was unable not to see, what no one else was willing to look at squarely — that the nation 

was not capable of moving on from the war unless Americans could recognize that the catastrophe 

they carried with them was irreversible. 

There was, however, one kind of paradoxical monument that Bierce found compelling: the 

grave of an unknown soldier, designed to “perpetuate the memory of those who have left no 

memory.” Such a structure, no less apparently superfluous than other war monuments, nonetheless 

seemed to hint at something essential about what it means to acknowledge the permanency of the 

way loss affects its so-called ‘survivors.’ A memory without content, the unknown grave does not so 

much imply a vacancy, but the form of memory as a sheer insistence. That is, it attests to the 
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irreducible fact of an irreversible event that left a body behind — a hole in time and an 

unrecognizable remainder. A ‘memory’ lingers in this socket of timeless time, in the name of 

something that cannot be named. Something captured his attention here. What, Bierce wanted to 

know, did this obscure remainder seem to insinuate, beyond any particular memory, beyond even 

forgetfulness? 

Its enigma was sufficient to motivate him, forty years after the war, to undertake his own 

form of public commemoration. In an article for the New York American called “A Bivouac of the 

Dead,” Bierce journeyed to the national cemetery at Grafton, West Virginia. Near there, in a little 

valley deep in the Alleghany Mountains, Bierce’s Ninth Indiana had taken part in some of the Civil 

War’s earliest battles in the summer of 1861 — Philippi, Carrick’s Ford, Laurel Field. Though these 

are often considered minor skirmishes in Civil War histories when compared to the colossal 

casualties of the following spring, several hundred men lost their lives in these early battles. Of them, 

only those that could be identified as Union soldiers were buried at Grafton. While paying respects, 

Bierce observed that more than half of these Union graves were marked “Unknown.” Their minimal 

ornament, necessarily heedless of rank or accomplishment, seemed to him a poignant and apposite 

reminder of what “cannot be commemorated.” He quotes William Cullen Bryant’s “June”: 

His part in all the pomp that fills 

The circuit of the Summer hills 

Is that his grave is green.6 

Although it was lamentable that the majority of these graves were unidentified, it was still a more 

suitable memorial than a statue or a parade. Perhaps the best way to recollect their sacrifice was 

simply to maintain their graves. To Bierce, this seemed to constitute a sufficient pact between the 

living and the dead. He repeats, with a slight difference, his earlier remark in The Devil’s Dictionary 
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that it “occurs that one thinks of the contradictions involved in ‘honoring the memory’ of him of 

whom no memory remains to honor,” nonetheless “the attempt seems to do no great harm to the 

living, even to the logical.”7 Yet, whereas earlier, Bierce’s attitude toward this contradiction was 

bemused and irreverent, here the fact of confronting the graves of men he might have known seems 

to have given him pause. What stands out between the earlier and the later versions of this remark is 

that instead of merely “perpetuating […] memory,” the grave of the unknown soldier is now seen as 

“honoring” it. With this slight difference, Bierce suggests an important distinction. To honor the dead 

beyond the powers of memory (and hence, its distortions) is more than merely a perpetuation or 

endurance of memory. It involves a resolute act that would affirm, if we can put it this way, the 

deadness of the dead, their absolute separation from the living. 

To make clear what he was getting at, Bierce traveled to a spot he recalled at the rear of 

some old Confederate earthworks on an overgrown wooded hill a few miles away. There, he finds 

what he had expected: Nearly a hundred shallow overgrown holes, almost all of which were 

unmarked in any way—the resting places of the Confederate dead. Of the hundreds of rebels who 

died at those early battles and were buried here, only two had ever been disinterred and reburied at 

home. In all, Bierce is able to recover only eight small slabs of stone, only one of which had the 

name and regiment of the corpse it belongs to. Taking his discoveries to Grafton, Bierce made sure 

they were registered there. It seemed to him that these dead, too, deserved “their rightful part in all 

the pomp that fills the circuit of the summer hills.”8 

For Bierce, the fact of being an enemy in support of an evil cause, dishonorable though it 

was for the living and in living memory, did not invalidate the basic principle that the dead are 

innocent through their very inexistence. Only a militant atheism could sustain such a position, 

because it amounts to radically denying the possibility of a redemptive Heaven or a punitive Hell. It 
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refuses the sanctity of martyred victim and demonic persecutor alike. Instead, all formerly sentient 

beings are universally entitled to the minimal symbolic honor of funerary respects. He puts the 

matter thus: 

They were honest and courageous foemen, having little in common with the political 

madmen who persuaded them to their doom and the literary bearers of false witness in the 

aftertime. They did not live through the period of honorable strife into the period of 

vilification—did not pass from the iron age to the brazen—from the era of the sword to that 

of the tongue and pen. Among them is no member of the Southern Historical Society. Their 

valor was not the fury of the non-combatant; they have no voice in the thunder of civilians 

and the shouting. Not by them are impaired the dignity and infinite pathos of the Lost 

Cause.9 

It’s not enough just to honor those dead who claimed to belong to the righteous side of the war. 

The sanctimonious Pilate-like attitude that predominated in the North toward the Jim Crow South 

was not lost on Bierce. Wasn’t the fact of these “foemen’s” graves sufficient proof that they had no 

intention to contribute to the reprisal? After their deaths, they could play no active part in any 

ideology, good or ill; whatever role they might be conscripted for would be the ventriloquism of 

another. The point is therefore not to forgive what they died for, nor even to sympathize with who 

they were and what they might have felt as individuals. In their anonymity, after all, the lives and 

identities of these fallen foes are as opaque to Bierce as they were in the midst of fighting.  When 

Bierce describes them as “honest foemen,” it is thus not because he had any sympathy for them or 

thought that they should be forgiven for defending slavery, but because the mortal encounter in 

which they staked their lives was a catastrophic tragedy that inevitably overwhelmed them. To honor 

their deaths was to give credence to the fact that their lives contained more singular meanings that, 
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forever effaced by the catastrophe, could not therefore be instantly assimilated into revisionist 

narratives. What they supposedly “died for” needed to be separated from what their deaths signified 

in themselves, and to honor their graves was to make clear that distance. Neither would they be 

forgiven nor damned; they were just dead. 

This leads to a second, more politically urgent reason for insisting on their commemoration. 

From the standpoint of the quiet eternity of their forgotten graves, Bierce could clearly draw out the 

continuity of the death-cycle between war and its discursive transmission, its afterlife or “aftertime”: 

From “the political madmen who persuaded them to their doom” before the conflict, to the “literary 

bearers of false witness” whose revisionist histories inflame and renew the conflict afterward, the 

postwar ideologies of Reconstruction would only attempt to repeatedly impress the dead soldiers 

once again into their service. This “infinite pathos of the Lost Cause” had betrayed them while they 

were alive and would only continue to betray their memories because it continued to enlist them in 

the distorted historiographies and ongoing polemics that made use of the symbolic meaning of their 

sacrifices.  So Bierce foresaw that the refusal to mark Confederate graves practically guaranteed the 

perpetuation of a grievance that promised, like the Furies of old, to burn up the earth. Perhaps 

another commemoration would be possible, a monument that might distinguish the undetermined 

form of the dead’s persistence in memory from the exploitative uses made of them by official 

narratives and ideologies. Such a testament might separate from, and thereby respect, the opening of 

loss. 10 

Ironically, Bierce himself lacks such a monument: His famous “death,” a subject that has 

fueled numerous speculative biographies and fictions, and a movie starring Gregory Peck, left no 

marker and no grave.11 In 1913, Bierce set off on an expedition to South America by way of Mexico, 

where he was hoping to witness and report on the progress of Pancho Villa’s army during the 
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Mexican Revolution. In a farewell letter to his niece he wrote, “if you hear of my being stood up 

against a Mexican stone wall and shot to rags please know that I think that a pretty good way to 

depart this life” and implied that seeking his death in such a way, as an exile in a foreign land, would 

be “euthanasia.”12 Then, shortly after this ominous note, he vanished. 

Lacking an actual monument, it’s as if Bierce biographers and critics have been engaged in 

efforts to build one. Carey McWilliams opens his 1928 biography of Bierce by noting he was often 

thought to be already dead while he was still living and mistaken for being alive when he was already 

long dead.13 The observation has become so common among Bierce scholars as to be an almost 

ceremonial observance, echoed by Van Wyck Brooks (1927), Wilson Follett (1937), and Cathy N. 

Davidson (1982).14 Bierce himself seems to have been uncannily prescient of this fate: “I have pretty 

nearly ceased to be ‘discovered,’” he wrote in one of his letters, “but my notoriety as an obscurian 

may be said worldwide and apparently everlasting.”15 

Bierce’s ‘notorious obscurity,’ metaphorically reflected in his missing tomb, is one reason 

why there are only a small handful of book-length critical studies of Bierce’s stories and poems but a 

multitude of biographies.  In the process of clarifying the singularity of Bierce’s achievement, the 

immediate task scholars face has been to recover the literary value of Bierce’s work from the 

distorted reputation of the person. McWilliams, for instance, observes the ways in which 

contradictory, “mythic” appellations that surrounded Bierce’s person dominate how we read him: 

“He has been characterized as great, bitter, idealistic, cynical, morose, frustrated, cheerful, bad, 

sadistic, obscure, perverted, famous, brutal, kind, a fiend, a God, a misanthrope, a poet, a realist who 

wrote romances, a fine satirist and something of a charlatan.”16 At once stereotypical and radically 

indeterminate, Bierce’s ‘notorious obscurity’ deflects criticism onto the channels of biography. 
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Bierce’s contradictory image comes, in part, from his career as a journalist, where his acerbic 

editorial style made as many enemies as fans. A star muckraker in William Randolph Hearst’s San 

Francisco Examiner, he demonstrated he could, even singlehandedly, overturn the reputation of 

corrupt politicians and corporate tycoons.17 Similarly, no one was safe from Bierce’s pen in his 

columns, where his withering satire cut everyone down from the most mediocre poet to the 

sincerest philanthropist. Admired for his courage, honesty and wit, Bierce was no less feared and 

reviled by those who felt vulnerable to his sting. Nefarious epitaphs accumulated — “Bitter Bierce,” 

“The Devil’s Lexicographer,” and “The Wickedest Man in San Francisco.” 

By the time his infamously brutal war stories began appearing regularly in his columns in the 

1880s, readers felt prepared for the full brunt of Bitter Bierce’s black humor. Reading of hapless 

characters trapped in horrifying predicaments where even the faintest possibility for hope is stripped 

away, these expectations did not seem to be contradicted, and Bierce’s profound portrayal of war 

without a redemptive dimension instead just seemed excessive and malicious. As one early reviewer 

puts it: “There are no tears in Mr. Bierce, or they are severely restrained as if there were no pity; but 

there is an abundance of terror.”18 Likewise, Edmund Wilson charged that none of the men and 

women that appeared in Bierce’s fiction had much dimension, but that Death, on the other hand, 

was “Bierce’s only real character.”19 Unlike Poe, the character of Death that appears in Bierce’s 

fiction is not the reflection of a subjective depth but an “external” force, as if signifying an alien, 

inexorable necessity: “The executioner Death comes to us from outside our human world and, 

capriciously, gratuitously, cruelly, slices away our lives.” In consequence, Wilson found that it was an 

“unpleasant limitation of Bierce’s treatment of violent death that it should seem to him never a 

tragedy, but merely a bitter jest.”20 
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Understandably, sympathetic Bierce scholars who wanted to go against this image of a crude 

and cruel Bierce, have instead emphasized the author’s humanism, which appears most clearly when 

one appreciates the tragic and allegorical dimension of his stories.21 In that sense, the infamous irony 

of Bierce’s stories can be seen to have a “cosmic” inclusiveness that is capable of restoring, beyond 

the fundamental alienness of death, the sense of a common disaster and therefore a common 

humanity.22 By shifting the emphasis in the value of Bierce’s reputation, contemporary critics 

succeed in gaining back some ground toward the consideration of Bierce as a major literary figure. 

However, these attempts at monumentalizing Bierce’s works still focus more on ‘rediscovering’ the 

author’s identity rather than discerning what the work itself attempts to commemorate. The problem 

with this tendency is that it remains symptomatically stuck on the loop of endlessly commemorating 

Bierce, such that even the most careful considerations of his work, insofar as they feel compelled to 

respond to the opinions that surround Bierce’s reputation, end up missing the trajectory of his 

literary aims. Thus, in the reverse of the paradox of the unknown grave, where there is a testament 

without a testimony, Bierce’s would-be inheritors have testimonies aplenty, but still lack a stable 

“monument” that would anchor them. Without the symbolic stopping point designated by such a 

monument, problematic misrecognitions may well continue to haunt future scholars and narrow the 

scope of what Bierce’s texts can do. 

The tragic dimension of Bierce’s work does, however, present clues to finding a way of 

situating him with more stability as an author whose literary attempts to commemorate war and 

death had a humanistic design. In his excellent book-length non-biographical study of Bierce’s 

fictions, Berkove makes the crucial point that “pathos, or an emotional evocation of sympathy and 

pity” was not something Bierce rejected out of hand, but only when it limited itself to “perception 

and feeling” exclusively. Rather, Bierce emphasized the logical function of discernment in order to 

better coordinate compassion with reason, similar to Aristotle’s well-known argument that emotions 
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like fear and pity are educable (which is what saves tragedy from becoming a kind of contagion of 

despair and endless mourning, as Plato feared).23 Bierce’s tragic sense thereby consists in “sympathy 

evoked by discernment” rather than immediate apprehension and empathy. Hence, “we may say that 

Bierce aimed at tragedy because he wanted his readers first to perceive, then to discern, and only 

finally to feel compassion.”24 By structuring readers’ sympathetic bond to protagonists through 

inclusion of analytic, critical reflection instead of through the immediacy of imaginary identification, 

Bierce intended a form of commemoration that would neither be superfluous nor easily made 

serviceable to postwar ideologies of interminable grievance. Necessarily, it would counter the 

revisionist tendency of both melancholic and ironic modes of commemorative historicity, aiming 

instead for the revelation of a common tragedy whose recognition would imply a humane response. 

The principle of discernment, in other words, reveals not only the tragic dimension of Bierce’s war 

stories, but also Bierce’s way of mourning, his resolution or Lösung, as a form of commemoration 

without a redemptive or salvific teleology of remembering. Such a method, as we shall see, 

emphasizes critical discernment over sympathetic pathos, demystifying horror over redemptive 

fantasy, and tragic irony over either commiserative pity or satiric detachment, even as it aims at an 

essential revelation of tragedy in the name of humane reconciliation. In examining this structure of 

Biercean mourning we may thereby also glimpse its antagonist in a clearer light: the militant refusal 

to mourn that Bierce thought characteristic of Reconstruction and Gilded Age capitalist modernity. 

In this chapter, we will attempt to reconstitute as a sense of Bierce’s war writing as a 

monumental fiction, tracking his attempts to provoke, shock, and madden his readers into an 

awareness of the disappearance of tragedy and mourning in their time. Beginning with a theoretical 

account of nonredemptive commemoration, as seen through Bierce’s remarks on the assassination 

of President Garfield, we will then track Bierce’s best attempts to capture the catastrophe of the war. 

From his first, ‘realist’ account, “What I Saw of Shiloh” to his masterpieces, “Chickamauga,” “An 
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Occurrence at Owl Creek Bridge” and “One of the Missing,” he gradually honed and perfected his 

ironic techniques into a method of critical mourning and ideological demystification. Marked by the 

foreignness of unmarked graves and enemy bodies, Bierce was compelled to build his own enigmatic 

monuments of war. 

I. The Event of Death and the Place of the Monument: Garfield’s Statue 

The uncanny dilemma of the ‘missing tomb’ in Bierce’s literary and scholarly legacy, with its 

intimations of fate and disrupted mourning, begs comparison with Oedipus at Colonus. When Oedipus 

announces his resolve to die at a place he designates, he makes Theseus vow never to reveal the 

secret of his tomb’s location except to his male successors, thus withholding this vital knowledge 

from his own children. This barring of the secret drives Antigone mad with grief because she knows 

that there is an answer, but it is prohibited for her to access it (only the patriarchs of Athens are 

allowed to know).25 As such, as Derrida observes, even as the awareness that there is a tomb assures 

her that her father met his appointed fate, this unknown knowledge can only ever remain suspended 

and so cannot grant her relief from the burden of her father’s death and family curse. The missing 

monument provokes infinite grief in the form of a withheld promise that is both forbidden and 

irrepressible: 

Not at all, perhaps, without a grave, but without a tomb, without a determinable place, 

without monument, without a localizable and circumscribed place of mourning, without a 

stopping point [arret]. Without a fixed [arrete] place, without a determinable topos, 

mourning is not allowed. Or, what comes down to the same thing, it is promised without 

taking place, a determinable place, so thenceforth promised as an interminable mourning, an 

infinite mourning defying all work, beyond any possible work of mourning. 26 
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By contrast to the problem of interminable mourning, Derrida’s reading emphasizes the punctual 

function of monumental commemoration. The monument determines the topos of mourning, 

literally giving the dead a place of rest or “arrest” (arret) which the mourner is also able to treat as a 

distinct place, a “stopping point” in both time and space that can be set aside for the task of 

mourning. It is a purely symbolic function, which is not to say it has a strictly ‘spiritual’ or ‘sacred’ 

role but that it constitutes a bounded territory or surface whereupon loss may find its singular path 

of articulation. The “promise” preserves this symbolic function in relation to an eventual discovery 

of this singular path, but without the substantiation of the monument to act as its material support 

and instantiation. This gap between the abstract and the material appears to be decisive: The 

function of the monument is to literally ground the place of the dead, turning the “hole” of loss into 

a punctual point through the creation of an actual hole with a stone tablet affixed to it. Without this 

punctuation, mourners like Antigone and Polynices are burdened with a grief that cannot be 

assuaged. Without a monument that would designate a stopping place, there simply is no place for the 

dead. Thus lacking a place, the dead move to haunt, to inhabit or occupy all places. 

“Infinite mourning” or infinite grief is therefore the unleashing of phantoms or Furies that 

cannot be contained or put to rest. Lacking its own place, grief grows to infect all places and, at the 

same time, is uncontainable in any single place. But, at the same time, having no end, mourning has 

no ground, no orientation; it never really gets going, but is only feigned. In place of a tomb, 

mourning instead pursues, as Derrida describes, an unfulfilled “promise” of resolution that, however, 

cannot be grounded or resolved because it concerns an inaccessible ground, a forbidden and secret 

location. For Antigone, Ismene and, perhaps above all, for the warring sons Polyneices and Eteocles 

who are soon to be engaged in civil war, mourning cannot proceed but it also cannot be suppressed; it 

remains affixed to the horizon of the promise as the dilemma of an irrepressible and yet 

undiscoverable inheritance. For this reason, the promise preserves the teleological structure of a 
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possible transcendence, even while it denies fulfillment. 27 What we have, then, is what I have been 

calling a teleology of loss, where a spurious desire for transcendence leads only, again and again, to 

failure and nontranscendence; in short, to endless mourning and grievance.28 

The inverse of this dilemma of the missing tomb is the monument to the unknown dead in 

Bierce’s sense. Instead of a teleology of loss, in the latter case we have the marker that a death has 

occurred, but without a known trajectory that led up to it (as might be indicated, for example, by the 

narrative of a person’s life) or would take it to another destination than the “fixed place” it occupies. 

The mystery of an unidentified grave points to an obscure or irreclaimable past rather than a missing 

destination. In lieu of identifying information, the symbolic marker of a soldier’s grave could be 

given to virtually any corpse within the vicinity of a battle. But, despite its apparent superfluity, 

Bierce’s paradox of “honoring the memory” of such graves makes sense when we realize that the 

tomb does not commemorate the actual dead person, but only the symbolic envelope that they 

temporarily inhabited (i.e. as a soldier in the army, a citizen of a nation, a father or son in a certain 

family, etc.). In preserving this strictly symbolic function, the unknown tomb highlights the radical 

separation of the symbolic dimension of the grave and its inscription from the real finitude of the 

buried corpse. Between the body and the monument there is, strictly speaking, no relation; in fact, it 

effectively punctuates their radical separateness. The corpse may have belonged to a soldier, for 

example, but the identity of the soldier, completely divorced from any known relation to the 

singularity of the person, appears as though it were grafted on, an alien appendage. 

The point is that the symbolic dimension which ‘lives on’ past the soldier’s demise is 

fundamentally alien to the finitude of the singular life that expired.  Thus, by keeping the finite and 

the infinite distinct, while also registering the subordination of the former to the latter, the 

monument ensures that there is no conflation between the two registers. They do not become 
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tangled up; that is, the mourner does not confuse the loss of the loved one with the loss of infinity 

nor is there the illusion that the infinite is somehow subordinate to the finite. Mourning is, instead, 

limited to the punctual place signified by the monument, and the death is registered there as an event, 

that belongs to something ‘greater’ than an individual finite existence. This is what it means that the 

monument preserves a “fixed place.” It affixes the finitude of the finite as an ideal moment within 

an infinite, transcendental structure. 

On ordinary graves, the funerary monument similarly limits the symbolic designation of the 

dead onto a singular circuit of memory through its inscription. As Lacan observes, even the simple 

writing of a name on a headstone presupposes the entirety of the complex socio-symbolic order of 

human historical existence, including, for example, the origins of the custom of putting names on 

tombs.29 The symbolic inscription does not need to promise eventual salvation or transcendence to 

do this, but guarantees ‘living-on’ because the inscription itself is radically independent from the 

mortal remains. Lacan explains: “The fact that he was called Mr. So-and-so extends beyond his 

living existence. This doesn’t presuppose belief in the immortality of the soul, but simply that his 

name has nothing to do with his living existence, that it extends and perpetuates itself beyond it.” 

The name has its own narratives and testimonies, independently of those that belonged to the 

singular lived existence who is no more. The name will be remembered and misremembered, 

exchanged and transmitted from individual to individual for the indefinite future. The testament of 

the grave marks that precise line of demarcation, between the nonfinite status of the symbolic 

heritage of the dead and the irreducibly finite status of the remains.30 

The function of the funerary monument is therefore to symbolically ground the place of the corpse and thereby 

facilitate the discernment of the gap between the finite and the infinite dimension of the dead—the clearing of a space 

whereby the task of mourning may distinguish between what expires and what lives on. Whether in the form of a 
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headstone or tomb, then, the funerary monument that marks the final resting place of a dead body 

marks an irreversible event and a remainder that cannot ever be assigned a definitive testimony. The 

monument stands for the fact that the catastrophe has already happened, fate is sealed. What 

remains, therefore, cannot be saved or redeemed, at least not without undergoing a change so radical 

that it is no longer what it once was, is no longer these remains. Inheritance, however, is possible, 

provided that one is first willing and able, after a period of time set aside for sifting or understanding, 

to decide upon the respective ‘fates’ of the dead—what lives on and what is eternally expired. This 

latter decision is the resolve, the Losung of the task of mourning.31 The logic of the monument in 

Bierce is thereby on the side of mourning, that is, the resolution to inherit, rather than on the side of 

infinite finitude or “infinite mourning.” Because of this, Bierce’s views on mourning and the tragic 

aesthetic did not fit with the seemingly ‘mournful’ commemorative sentiments pervasive in his time. 

This is especially evident in a series of editorials he wrote for the Examiner on the aftermath 

of President Garfield’s assassination. On July 2nd, 1881, Charles J. Guiteau shot and mortally 

wounded President Garfield at the Baltimore and Potomac Railroad Station in Washington D.C. 

The incident outraged the public not just because of the shock inherent to the crime, but for its 

particularly senseless motives: Guiteau, who had once supported Garfield’s bid for President, was 

resentful for not having received a consulship in Paris. The public outrage deepened and twisted into 

a kind of farcical entertainment, however, as it quickly became apparent that the assassin was mad. 

The aftermath of the murder was a protracted media spectacle, as Guiteau acted as his own legal 

defense and carried on absurd antics in court, such as singing “John Brown’s Body” in homage to 

his self-proclaimed martyrdom, and declaring his bid for the presidency (inspired by his media 

notoriety).32 As Bierce and many others saw it, the whole affair was a symptom of an era of cynical 

opportunism, rampant corruption and sensationalist media frenzy. Yet, while the majority of the 

press was engaged in purgative exercises of outraged fascination about Guiteau’s moral character 
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and mental health, Bierce had a more specific and far-reaching target: the assassination and its 

farcical aftermath was particularly hateful because it robbed the President’s death of its symbolic 

dignity. 

Bierce gave voice to what a lot of Americans were probably thinking when he contrasted 

Garfield’s shooting with the murder of Lincoln in Forbes Theater just sixteen years earlier. In 

contrast to Lincoln’s death, however, this was a case that had “none of the dignity of the death-for-

cause.”33 If Booth’s assassination of Lincoln was a political act motivated by opposition to the 

national and moral causes for which Lincoln stood, Guiteau’s deed seemed to be little more than a 

homicide motivated by a distorted sense of personal slight; what at bottom was a petty grievance 

exacerbated by desperate careerism. The distinction implied that Garfield’s killing was “not an event; 

there [was] nothing in it: death without a cause and without an effect.” As in Aristotle’s notion of 

the transmission of a tragic plot, the story of Lincoln’s assassination was a meaningful event that 

could be transmitted from listener to listener without diminishing in affective intensity, rather than, 

as in the present instance, presenting merely a horrifying spectacle that evoked diminishing returns 

of outrage and pity. Aristotle: “It is possible for the evocation of fear and pity to result from the 

spectacle, and also from the structure of the events itself. The latter is preferable and is the mark of a 

better poet. The plot should be constructed in such a way that, even without seeing it, anyone who 

hears the events which occur shudders and feels pity at what happens.”34 The tragic structure 

requires the sense of an ending, of finality, in order to be effectively transmitted, and the measure of 

its transmissibility is the power of the event’s evocation from listener to listener. In the train of 

transmitted accounts, there must remain something undiminished in the sense of the horror and pity 

of the tragic occurrence, and it is this sense of apprehension of ‘what happens’ — the 

unrepresentable encounter that the spectacle stages — that, shifting from the register of sight to 

sound, spectacle to narrative, retains the power to move. In Lacan’s sense, we are dealing with a shift 

122 



  

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

from the register of the imaginary — the regime of specularization and spectacle — to the symbolic, 

the structural and transmittable. And it is at the level of symbolic structure that we must pay 

attention to the way that a real encounter is framed and received.35 Garfield’s death was not capable 

of affecting the public in the same way because it was just a spectacle but without the symbolic 

framing that would make it an effective transmission. It provided no clear instance of a symbolic 

purpose or principle that they could easily distinguish from the finitude of the person. In Freud’s 

sense, they knew whom they had lost but not what they had lost in losing the person.36 Their reaction 

therefore tended more toward an abstract ‘infinite grief’ than mourning. 

For three months after the shooting, the press hovered over Garfield’s dying body in 

anxious expectancy and premature bereavement as a series of botched operations kept him at the 

edge of death. By the time he finally died on September 18th, the public was both fatigued from the 

prolonged death watch and distracted by the ongoing spectacle of Guiteau’s trial. Bierce therefore 

sensed that the outpouring of grief that ensued that month was exaggerated. Dispatches that 

immediately followed the night of the President’s death told of entire towns “plunged in deepest 

gloom,” of “strong men weeping in the streets; of women fainting with emotion; of vast crowds, 

pale with grief, discussing the sad event under their breath,” but neglected to take into consideration 

the fact that most of the aggrieved public were asleep at the time and wouldn’t hear about it until the 

following morning. 37 Bierce questioned the motives of this fake news. Was it just about selling 

papers? Or was it an obligatory social expression of what circumstances seemed to call for, an 

opportunity for what we nowadays call “virtue signaling”— an ostentatious reflexive display of 

platitudes meant to indicate an ethicopolitical affiliation and raise one’s standing within a social 

group?38 
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Whatever the case, in Bierce’s view, those who would “counterfeit[…] a degree of grief 

which they do not feel” were worthy of the strongest possible contempt. His criticism made plain 

that he saw a decisive distinction between actual mourning and the ironic spuriousness of “general 

grief”: “If the human heart and head were constituted as these sugar-hearted sentimentalists would 

have us believe they are, life would be insupportable. If a general grief had the same crushing and 

unmanning intensity as a private bereavement we should all hasten to let out our bowels of 

compassion by hari-kari.” 39 Excessive though this statement might seem, Bierce’s point was logical: 

If the ostentation of the public grief had any source in individual mourning, the hyperbolic tendency 

of that sorrow’s expression would make any other mode of life impossible. For similar reasons, 

“infinite grief” is antithetical to mourning on commonsensical grounds simply because it is literally 

not possible to experience an affect to an infinite degree. If it were otherwise, experience itself 

would be incoherent, having no point of contrast or outside. Mournfulness would remain at a level 

of generality, deprived of any singularity as well as of any aim or end. As Derrida had pointed out 

with the inconsolability of Antigone, infinite grief renders mourning both excessive and effectively, 

prohibited.40 

Three years later, when a monument of Garfield was completed in Golden Gate Park, Bierce 

returned to his point about the shallowness of protracted mourning. Here was a clear case of a 

superfluous monument. The author of the Bulletin who thought that the monument “recalls Garfield 

as he was, and that is the main point to be gained” inadvertently stated the precise problem. To 

recall ‘the man as he was’ was tautological, it amounted to recalling only his bare finitude. Bierce 

called the statue an “effigy” and compared it to another “effigy”— a ‘realistic’ statue of Lincoln that 

stood in front of Lincoln High School, which depicted Lincoln seated uncomfortably, adjusting the 

lapel of his jacket, as if frozen in mid gesture. The Garfield statue similarly depicts the former 

president in an awkward, all-too-human pose: his arms crossed and looking at a nondescript object 
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on an empty horizon. Beneath its pedestal kneels a shrouded Lady Columbia holding a broken 

sword, meant to symbolize the assassination.41 To contemporary eyes, it’s easy to see that the 

statue’s evocation of anguish is forced, and Bierce saw its discordancy as rooted in the disjuncture 

between the sculptor’s intention and the reality from which it sprung. That is, the problem appeared 

to stem from the contradictory impulse to portray the man “realistically” and the need to attach 

symbolic significance to his death in a way that would raise it to the dignity of a noble sacrifice, 

when there was no content to the sacrifice other than his mere finitude. 

What was really memorable, Bierce realized, was the shocking circumstances of the sudden 

death itself. As in the medieval European fears of the “mors repentina,” where sudden death implies 

daemonic influence, the ghost of that frightful incident grafted itself onto the memory of the person, 

though the sculptor was ostensibly concerned with elevating the president’s image beyond the 

horrible death that the public wished had not occurred. Bierce’s own memory was filled with the 

images of men whose final moments were indelibly fused onto their bodies and faces. Perhaps it was 

such as these that he recalled with disdain — the “unlovely looseness of attitude denoting sudden 

death by the bullet” on the bodies that littered the fields of Shiloh — that disturbed him about the 

presidential monument.42 Of course, he would find a place for this kind of spectacle in his war 

stories. But they are consistent with Bierce’s point that such images overshadow life with the 

enigmatic stigmata of death. Not unlike Alexander Gardner’s Civil War photographs, the 

unglamorous fixation of life into a frozen attitude at the moment of fatality reminds us that death is 

fundamentally alien and antithetical to life. In Bierce’s estimation, not to be heedful of this 

difference is to be disrespectful to the dead. 

II. The Failed Witness: Shiloh 
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Strange as it may seem for a writer celebrated for his ‘realistic’ war fiction, Bierce was convinced that 

he had encountered very little in his life that was particularly straightforward or realistic. He 

therefore viewed with suspicion William Dean Howells’ moral crusade for literary realism, which 

enjoined creative writers to base their stories on knowledge of facts and probable realities. Bierce 

argued that this equation of the real to fact and probability not only excised the imaginative exercise 

of the artist, but that it ultimately obfuscated the real in favor of the elevation of the social critic’s 

esteem for his own normativizing circumscription of possible reality. Such a probabilistic approach 

to fiction could only aim at a conservative restriction of reality’s possibilities—precisely, of reality’s 

restriction to a reified abstraction, a merely ‘possible’ world. Opposed to this idea, Bierce favored a 

different approach to literary witnessing. An honest rendering of reality would first recognize that 

there is nothing more unreal than real life. 

Probability? Nothing is so improbable as what is true. It is the unexpected that occurs; but 

that is not saying enough; it is also the unlikely—one might almost say the impossible. […] 

Fiction has nothing to say to probability: the capable writer gives it not a moment’s attention, 

except to make what is related seem probable in the reading—seem true.43 

The point of literary art, Bierce thought, was to bring the reader to (re)encounter the impossible real 

through the artistic control of the semblance, not to attempt to conjure the real by approximating it 

in the mode of the probable. In fact, the extremely limited powers of human, empirical observation 

requires the ‘superfluous’ monument of fiction — testifying to an enigmatic opacity that escapes 

reportorial approximation — a truth that can only be told in fictionalized form. The problem with 

these “realists” was that, by precluding the marvelous and the improbable, they were not real enough. 

They remained oblivious of the fact that, for example, “all men and women sometimes, many men 

and women frequently, and some men and women habitually, act from motives absolutely 

126 



 

  

 

impenetrable, and in a way that is consonant with nothing in their lives, characters and conditions.”44 

This opacity, the influence of the unconscious upon perception, was what Bierce saw when he wrote 

about his experiences. It was what Shiloh had taught him. 

Written over twenty years after the battle, “What I Saw of Shiloh” (1881) was Bierce’s first 

serious attempt at a written recollection of the war.45 He begins with a kind of disclaimer by which 

he intended to set it apart, as far as possible, from any fictional treatment, as well as any record by a 

civilian journalist or historian: “This is a simple story of a battle; such a tale as may be told by a 

soldier who is no writer to a reader who is no soldier.”46 Bierce had been a writer all his life, and had 

written scores of short stories, poems, essays, and articles before he published this account of battle 

in his popular weekly column for The Wasp. So it might seem odd that he would qualify himself as a 

“soldier who is no writer.” But his seeming modesty had a specific design: piqued by the pervasive 

revisionism that virtually unanimously regarded Shiloh as the crucial episode in a grand redemptive 

arc, the nation’s “trial by fire,” Bierce was determined to present what he had witnessed as free as 

possible of distortion and ameliorative wish-fulfillment.  For the young Bierce, this was what would 

amount to a ‘realistic’ portrayal, faithful not to what he experienced as such (if that included his biases, 

sentiments, opinions) so much as what he encountered through and beyond that individual 

experience. 47His account would not be a mere reminiscence, much less an apologue or political fable 

that set out to reinforce one of the available teleological frames for understanding the war. Instead, 

as the title of his essay suggests, he wanted to let what he “saw of Shiloh” speak for itself. 

Up until its time, Shiloh (April 6-7, 1862) was the worst battle in U.S. history, resulting in 

240,000 casualties.48 In Civil War historian James Macpherson’s words, the battle effectively 

“launched the country onto the floodtide of total war.”49 Traditional ideas of martial virtue, that 

emphasized individual ingenuity and death-defying feats of heroism, were swept away in the wake of 
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the advent of the technology and tactical necessities of modern combat. Shiloh saw many of these 

new factors in concerted operation: multiple artillery batteries on both sides; armored gunboats 

equipped with heavy cannons; and the swift movement of troops, arms, and goods between battle 

sites enabled by railroad travel and thus the imperative need to defend or destroy supply lines along 

the rails according to strict time-tables.50 The battle also marked one of the early instances where US 

armed forces (both North and South) were deployed according to corps and regimented units, an 

organization that subordinated the significance of individuals to the needs of the group, according to 

a rigid command structure, but also enabled the swift transfer of information and quicker, more 

efficient movements of troops.51 However, generals and officers were still inexperienced with this 

form of military organization, which originated in the Napoleanic Wars and American military 

officers only knew about them through recently translated French tactical manuals. In consequence, 

artillery, cavalry, and infantry were intermingled, with the result that in the course of battle, the 

command and communication structure of the armies were prone to deterioration.52 On top of that, 

Shiloh was a battle that pit thousands of men against each other at extremely close quarters in 

unevenly wooded hillsides, making maneuverability difficult and guerilla tactics for cover and 

deception indispensable. In the midst of difficult terrain, the relative lack of experience of officers 

and combatants with the new hardware, methods and organization of modern warfare could only 

lead to chaos.53 The whole episode illustrates what historian Gerald Linderman means when he says 

that Civil War soldiers did not at first realize but quickly enough discovered the troubling 

“discrepancy between their persistent idea of combat as an individualized endeavor and the reality of 

increasingly depersonalized mass warfare, because their notions of courage helped to conceal the 

gap.”54 Another way of putting this is that the traditional masculine, military ideal of valor under fire 

could just as well be a liability that would lead to needless deaths. Whatever the message, Shiloh 

would lend itself almost irresistibly to moral interpretations of this fault or “gap” in an attempt to 
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provide a retrospective frame upon the battle’s chaos. In sum, the historical memory of the battle 

was (and to some extent remains) a screen memory. 

From the start, the gap between the expectation of the battle’s reality and its actuality proved 

fatally consequential. On the morning of the battle, a large portion of General Grant’s army had 

pushed across enemy lines and set up on the opposite bank of the Tennessee River, and at a days’ 

distance, from the rest of the Union forces in the area. Most likely, Grant was planning a surprise 

attack. But this proved to be a deadly error. The Confederates, waiting in secret, ambushed with 

superior numbers and quickly overwhelmed them. Buell’s Army of the Ohio had to run to the 

rescue from Savannah, through “interminable swamps” and “pathless” jungle-like terrain, losing a 

third of soldiers just from sheer fatigue, “left to recover or die at their leisure.”55 They breathlessly 

arrived at a spectacle unlike any they had ever witnessed, “[f]leeting streaks of fire crossed over […] 

by way of welcome” that “expired in blinding flashes and fierce little rolls of smoke.” The “air was 

full of noises”—the sharp, petulant fire of rifles and muskets, the growling and sighing of artillery, 

“stray bullets and the hurtle of conical shells.”56 

Almost immediately, Bierce’s testimony seems to stretch the bounds of credulity, not 

because one suspects exaggeration but because what occurs seems incredible. Against the glare amid 

the trees Bierce depicts something more expressive of a literary than a documentary reality: “black 

figures” that looked to Bierce “ludicrously like the figures of demons in old allegorical prints of 

hell.”57 These were two little steamers that carried reinforcements and supplies from the east side of 

the river and that left to the hither shore crammed full of men, low in the water and apparently on 

the verge of capsizing. Bierce and his comrades watched anxiously as the night gathered and bullets 

glanced haphazardly into the water near the boats. One lucky shot by the enemy could hit the engine 

of a steamer, allowing them to collect the bounty. If it weren’t for the time of day and sheer luck, all 
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would be lost. Yet, though his sense of the spectacle is infernal, intimating an allegorical significance, 

Bierce gives us to understand that what was responsible for it was as much sheer contingency — the 

terrain and the time of battle — as the often confused or panicked actions of the men involved. 

Fortunately, the demonic looking steamers were protected by two small gunboats packed 

with large cannons that, by reason of the terrain, were inaccessible to the enemy. They were sitting in 

a bayou at the opening of a high bank that made it easy for them to fire at the enemy unless they 

exposed themselves to the shells, “one of which would have broken a half-mile of his bones and 

made nothing of it.” Bierce marvels at the idea that the dwindled ranks of the Union army on the 

banks of the river were able to beat back the entire army of the opposition “because a sluggish creek 

had been pleased to fall into a river into one point rather than another. Such is the part that accident 

may play in the game of war.” This was a clear instance of what Bierce meant when he said that “it is 

the unexpected that occurs”—an improbable contingency such that no one could ever have 

predicted played a part that even the most skeptical observer might have called a miracle.  

Another example features the addition of ironic discernment to the perceptual frame of the 

testimony, introducing an essentially fictitious element. Already infamous to the public from popular 

accounts of the battle was the fact that, within the first few hours of fighting, thousands of Union 

soldiers fled to the banks of the Tennessee River. When the steamboat with Bierce’s unit landed on 

the beach, he beheld the spectacle of this “confused mass of humanity.”58 Here were officers and 

soldiers, regardless of the distinction of rank, who were “defeated, beaten, cowed […] deaf to duty 

and dead to shame.” Pushing and cursing, they mobbed the boat, and had to be kept down with the 

bayonets of the approaching crew. As the reinforcements disembarked, they cursed at the cowards 

and the cowards cursed back, expressing their “unholy delight in the certainty of our destruction by 

the enemy.” 
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But Bierce’s description of the men on the shore was not meant to merely expose them (he 

does not name names), nor to lampoon the public’s respect for military virtue by revealing soldiers’ 

baser instincts and fragility (all of that was well enough understood). He was not interested in 

maintaining any derisory distance that would elevate him about the common soldier, even the 

coward. Rather, he discerns the irony inherent to the spectacle, when he points out that “an army’s 

bravest men were its cowards.” Not only would each member of this “demented crew” have to bear 

the brand of dishonor for the rest of their lives, they were exposed to the martial rule that they could 

be executed by their superior officers. Here at the shore, in full sight of the armies heading to the 

front, they had no fear. “The death which they would not meet at the hands of the enemy they will 

meet at the hands of their officers, with never a flinching.” 

Thus it would seem that we were meant to pity them—after all, their cowardice was at least 

as great as those of the soldiers running off to their deaths, only the direction of the running was 

different. And, after all, rhetorically speaking, isn’t the real cowardice the martial code of duty or the 

socially reinforced valuations of shame that force radically vulnerable finite creatures to confront the 

absurd violence of war? But take a step back and look again: the fact that these men are “deaf to 

duty and dead to shame” is paradoxically inverted by the spectacle of their standing riveted to the 

spot in full view of their compatriots, as if awaiting their punishment. The men are cowards and they 

indict themselves by being thus exposed to the disgust of their peers. Thus, though they are deaf to 

duty they are not dead to it (but keep the idea of duty alive by thus standing to attention) and 

although they are dead to shame they are not deaf to it. They hear the self-condemnation that they 

have pushed from their minds. With a Freudian acuity, Bierce’s discernment locates the way these 

soldiers “act from motives absolutely impenetrable” to offer testimony of an unconscious real that 

pushes beyond the bounds of ordinary perception, manifesting as the truth of an ironic disjuncture. 
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For those who experienced them, such ironies could be unbearable. Later on, Bierce leads a 

small platoon toward an opening in the woods. Expecting to find what they had previously 

experienced in the war — a small line of skirmishers with light arms — Bierce thought he could 

overcome them with a surprise attack. What they came across instead was the front line of the main 

division of the enemy, complete with 36 pounder artillery cannons on both sides of a narrow 

wooded acclivity: “Then—I can’t describe it—the forest seemed all at once to flame up and 

disappear with a crash like that of a great wave upon the beach—a crash that expired in hot hissings, 

and the sickening ‘spat’ of lead against flesh.” 

For the next few hours, they found themselves in an awkward position: trapped between 

opposing lines of artillery, both their own and the enemy’s, they had to lay flat on their faces as 

grapeshot blew away chunks of earth and flesh in every direction. Because of the peculiarities of the 

terrain, Bierce’s men were ordered to stay flat on the ground and not to move for the duration of 

the conflagration, for the sake of the artillery guns, which were wildly inaccurate and mostly 

ineffective except at indicating, through the smoke issuing from their mouths, where the enemy 

should strike next. They end up cursing their own officers and guns, who “no longer inspired 

confidence, but begot apprehension;” Lacking any discernible difference from the enemy, Bierce’s 

commanding officers beget “apprehension” in a double sense—not just anxiety but the obliqueness 

of an impenetrable perception. Horrifyingly, there appeared to be no further depth, testimony was 

impotent to do much more than point at the wretchedness of the surface. Bierce had thus gone as 

far as he could in fulfilling the promise of the title of his narrative — for the majority of the 

remainder of battle, this dirt is just what he saw of Shiloh. The irony of such sheer apprehension is 

self-effacing and an agonizing demystification. It offers no false elevation of the spectator. It doesn’t 

even offer much of a spectacle. It is the indignity of having one’s face stuck in the mud while 

awaiting a death by sheer chance. 
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By the end of the testimony, mere apprehension had proven to be insufficient. No doubt he 

had been as faithful as possible in fulfilling his intended task of showing the battle as a soldier might 

see it. But episode after episode seemed to dispute the idea that such a position was immune to the 

domain of the literary writer. The attempt to provide summation was apparently overtaxing, as he 

veritably drowned in a nostalgic deluge of the entire war’s recollection: “How they come back to 

me—dimly and brokenly, but with what a magic spell—those years of youth when I was 

soldiering!”59 Evidently, it had proven difficult to restrain himself to the task of observing what he 

had encountered. Not only were there specifically literary allusions and tropes that appeared when 

he tried to keep focused on what he perceived, but the event itself had forced him to constantly 

adjust his perceptions and taught him that the slightest error in expectation could result in thousands 

of deaths. 

Given the gravity of that lesson in the illusoriness of perceptual reality, he had to fight hard 

against the current of wish-fulfilling nostalgia, even the perverse inclination to regard war as 

aesthetically beautiful. He experiences the temptation to cling to the sensuous and drift through 

these reveries — “the tall blue smoke […] ascending from the dim valleys of Wonderland,” the 

tingle the morning mist made on his cheek as he neared an enemy ambuscade, the way his blood 

would stir at “the ringing rifle-shot of the solitary sentinel.” These images, spontaneously selected by 

his unconscious desire, lured him and made him want to think of the battle as better than it was. The 

temptation is strong to turn his encounter with the unforgettable into a thrilling revisionary re-

enactment — the time in his life when he felt the most alive.  

With remarkable candor, he lets readers in on the scandal behind idealized testimonies of 

war. At times, he admits, the arousal of war’s catastrophic violence felt a lot like being aroused by a 

lover. He confides to the reader that he could only “recall with difficulty the danger and death and 

133 



 

 

horrors of the time and without effort all that was gracious and picturesque.”60 Nearly inseparable in 

Bierce’s memory from the gruesome spectacle of battle was his sentimental nostalgia for the 

“phantoms of a blood-stained period” that “have so airy a grace and look with so tender eyes.” 

Therein, Bierce warns, resides the danger of the perverse element both of the aesthetics of wartime 

violence and of revisionist historicism that would turn horror into pleasure: that hint of a sanctifying 

look, whereby the worst deeds might be forgiven and the most extreme anguish might be 

recompensed. He longs for this ideal past as if it could be made actual, as if he could “gild for but 

one moment the drear and somber scenes of to-day,” because then it would finally prove worthy of 

sacrifice, and he “would willingly surrender another life than the one that I should have thrown away 

at Shiloh.” After having encountered so much senseless death, in other words, he would almost 

rather die for the sentimental lie that his encounter at Shiloh was a noble experience. He confronts, 

in his own memory and in the way he puts it to paper for the memory of the public, the ever-present 

temptation to recoil from the bare apprehension of an unforgettable incident through sentimental 

escapism and a redemptive teleology. Such a pull was even stronger if the alternative was a teleology 

of loss, leading nowhere but to an entropic circularity of finitude and pain. 

After Shiloh, soldiers on both sides would continue to experience such a profound 

disjunction between their general expectation of reality and its actuality. Nonetheless, denial was 

prevalent and widespread. It is no doubt due to the persistence of such denial not only during the 

war but afterward, as in self-aggrandizing postwar narratives by generals looking to make their mark 

on posterity, that provoked Bierce to go further, to write stories that would strike at readers and 

force them to discern the gap between their expectations of reality and the wreckage they refused to 

clearly apprehend. 

134 



 

 

III. Dissolving Frames: Chickamauga 

If Bierce was able to register the agonized irony on the perceptual surface of his nonfictional 

account, the note of frustration he gave at the end hints that he was not satisfied he had 

commemorated it with adequate justice. He was yet to articulate the profound tragic structure of his 

war encounters. To accomplish the next step, he would need to abandon the pretense of realism 

together with the belief that his memories of war could be classified as nonfiction. Henceforth, 

Bierce’s war testaments would move past the aim of trying to provide a ‘pure’ witnessing, as if the 

narrator were a transparent screen who could be prevented from interfering with what he merely 

observed. Instead, in his fictional war stories, he would depict characters whose impressions of 

reality were invariably buoyed up by fantasy to such an extent that only the most careful reading 

might spot the ‘trap’ before the discrepancy proved fatal. 

Such a story is “Chickamauga,” which, like Shiloh, depicts a horrific battle that Bierce 

actively participated in, and makes clear his desire to again find a way to commemorate the non-

commemorable. But here Bierce fully allegorizes the encounter, leaving out any names or specific 

places (the reader infers the location from the title alone). Even more starkly, the entire story takes 

place without any dialogue, focusing all the attention on the narrated action in order to allow the 

reader to experience the necessarily violent effects of ironic disjuncture against the unconscious 

frames that mystify the tragic realities of war. 

At the opening, we are introduced to an unnamed child who, caught up in a reverie of 

imagined battle, strays from his Tennessee home into the nearby woods. In describing the sense of 

exhilaration he feels on exploring the new terrain, Bierce gives us an expansive genealogy of the 

boy’s imperialist fantasies: 
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[…] for this child’s spirit, in bodies of its ancestors, had for thousands of years been trained 

to memorable feats of discovery and conquest—victories in battles whose critical moments 

were centuries, whose victors’ camps were cities of hewn stone. From the cradle of his race 

it had conquered its way through two continents and passing a great sea had penetrated a 

third, there to be born to war and dominion as a heritage.61 

With this mythic prologue, there is no mistaking this account of battle with a nonfiction testimony. 

Bierce was clearly trying to get at something essentially fictitious in the way Chickamauga was 

remembered, a kind of primary mythic kernel of revisionist misperception. Hence, it is with a subtle 

shade of satiric irony that he describes the fate of this warrior “spirit,” according to language one 

might have found in an apologetic mythology of postwar revisionism. Through millennia, “trained” 

in him through an unconscious heredity originating in some primeval “cradle of his race,” this 

warrior mythology had passed from body to body, implying that the frames of conquest and white 

supremacy had become grafted in him through an especially pernicious trans-historical structuring of 

cultural acquisition, an ideological ‘memory’ beyond all particular memories. Yet the point is not as 

deterministic as it might at first appear—the boy’s fondness for conquest required a historical, 

familial context, a particular education, even an insular sense of security. 

The child was a boy aged about six years, the son of a poor planter. In his younger 

manhood the father had been a soldier, had fought against naked savages and followed the 

flag of his country into the capital of a civilized race to the far South. In the peaceful life of a 

planter the warrior-fire survived; once kindled, it is never extinguished. The man loved 

military books and pictures and the boy had understood enough to make himself a wooden 

sword, though even the eye of his father would hardly have known it for what it was. The 

weapon he now bore bravely, as became the son of an heroic race, and pausing now and 
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again in the sunny space of the forest assumed, with some exaggeration, the postures of 

aggression and defense that he had been taught by the engraver’s art.62 

This mythic heritage of the Caucasian race, whose triumphal procession through Europe and Asia is 

one long episode of conquest and enslavement of “naked savages” intermittently punctuated by 

periods of restless dormancy in agrarian life, gives us a map to the fantasy life of the young 

Confederate. His reveries are grounded in a kind of monumental education: Passing from father to 

son, in the name of the fathers, emblems of martial virtue are represented down the line in picture-

books, depicting scenes that both father and son eagerly reproduce in their fondest daydreams. But 

these are also more than mere idle dreams to the boy, he understands them as fascimiles of his 

father’s past exploits. He evidently has every reason to: While the father has settled into the 

“peaceful life of a planter,” his violent reveries still stir his “blood.” Understanding this only too well, 

the boy assumes the stereotypes of his ‘warrior race’ “with some exaggeration,” thus parodying what 

he takes to be his ideal. In this way, historical calamities—ruinous wars, the enslavement of peoples 

— are, when viewed from the victor’s side and at a ‘safe’ emotional distance from the tumult, seen 

exclusively as conquests, especially by those who would claim the ancestor’s spoils for their own 

imagination’s bounty as if by entitled right. That glorified paternal heritage is the “engraver’s art” 

whose symbolic assembly shapes the boy’s very sense of reality. 

What Bierce here identifies with the “engraver’s art” somewhat aligns with what Judith 

Butler has called a “frame of war,” the ideological encasement through which we perceive, 

understand, execute, and justify violence to foreign bodies, peoples, and places. Just as the boy’s 

view of historical reality is limited to the exclusive image of a civilized, ‘warrior race’ (precisely in 

proportion to its opposition to “naked savages”), so Butler’s notion of the frames of war involves 

the presupposed distinction of a life’s ‘worth’ as life that excludes certain lives as ‘counting’; that is, it 
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presupposes a distinction between grievable and ungrievable lives. In order for war to conscript 

living bodies in service to its designs, there need to be enemies that are ‘othered’ in an extreme sense 

as ungrievable bodies, that once killed, would not be missed (or whose loss would at worst amount 

to the destruction of inanimate objects, ‘collateral damage’). 63 What Butler calls “grievability” is 

therefore essential to her definition of the frame of war—inasmuch as there are such frames through 

which individuals may be interpellated, such frames seek, first of all, “to institute an interdiction on 

mourning” where, instead of loss of life and mournable death, there is a denial, as if “there is no 

destruction, and there is no loss.”64 The refusal of mourning is thus directly implicated in the 

transmission of belligerent ideology. 

Since life, by definition, is mortally precarious and vulnerable to finitude, Butler argues that 

grievability should be taken as a political injunction that applies to life in general. In contrast to grief 

proper, which “attends the life that has already been lived, and presupposes that life as having 

ended,” grievability refers not to the past but to the future anterior of each single life as a “life that 

will have been lived.”65 With this sense of a life that, reflexively, will have been lived, then, we have a 

life that matters now, “that can be regarded as a life, and be sustained by that regard.” Without this 

future anterior of grievability, Butler argues, we therefore have a life that is not worthy of regard, 

that can possess no testimony and is “ungrieved when lost.” Without this future anterior dimension, 

“there is no life, or, rather, there is something living that is other than life” and so there will be no 

grief when that life is lost. 

Grievability, then, is not the same as grief, but in fact posits the eventual reaction of grief to a 

loss that has not yet occurred but one day will. Therefore, it is the supposition of a grief that “will 

have been” that is not yet but is anticipated as an eventual certainty: Grief as teleological. But therein 

resides a problem, because the monumentality of the event of mourning (i.e. irreversible loss) is 
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presupposed by definition in grievability. In other words, two entirely distinct relations to loss are 

conflated in the concept of grievability—grief over an irreversible loss and anticipatory mourning or 

teleological grief—that are then subsumed within the teleological framework of an abstract potential 

mourning. Such conflation risks intellectualizing or reifying the historical event of loss and thereby 

blunting its efficacy as a historically puncturing and transformative act of inheritance. 

As in Derrida’s discussion of “infinite mourning” above, there is a missing element here, 

represented by the funerary monument that would distinguish between the finitude of the deceased 

(which is real strictly insofar as it has already happened) and the infinite speculative dimension of the 

symbolic (which is technically neither dead nor alive, but ‘lives on’). In order to retain its dignity as a 

singular event that forever changes the historical frames of remembering and perceiving, mourning 

requires a monument. What is needed, in other words, is a symbolic marker that would separate the 

frame of grievable/ungrievable life (i.e. the infinite trajectory of each singular symbolic identity) 

from the real of mourning, where the latter is an irreversible event that punctures the narcissistic 

frame of the subject, making the precarity of life self-evident. The political injunction to view every 

life as grievable would then have firmer ground in the ethics of inheriting from actual historical 

losses and events, rather than merely supposing them as abstract losses. By drawing out the concrete 

historicity of grievability, such a symbolic punctuation would also allow us to determine more 

precisely what prevents or incapacitates mourning when deaths have occurred. Thus the monument 

supposes the critique of the monument, which is to say, the discrepancy between the level of 

inscription from the level of the interpretive frames of grievability. 

In Bierce’s story, such a possibility becomes discernible through his implied criticism of the 

monumental aspect of the “engraver’s art,” where the symbolic inscription of the frame of war also 

makes apparent the boundary between grievable and ungrievable death. Bierce’s analysis of the boy’s 
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frames of war hone in on the heritable acquisition of cultural fantasy. The frames pass from 

generation to generation in ways that begin with, but ultimately surpass, historical testimony, 

attaching to the intersubjective matrix of unconscious transmission. Hence, even as the ancestral 

antecedents of the boy’s racist perceptions have long since died and passed away, the residuum of 

their racist perceptual frame continually renews itself, cherished along the paternal line, not only as 

fantasies, but even in the form of certain semblances of reality. Once again, we are following the 

logic of the unknown graves: Beyond particular memory, another structure of time insists—an 

opacity or obscurity that travels along specifically unconscious relays of apprehension. On the other 

side of the genealogy of conquest and dominion, the “engraver’s art” is an inscrutable monument 

for obscured, unmourned bodies. But what appears on the one hand to be an almost unassailably 

strong foundation for (mis)perception, is on the other hand, extremely precarious: These 

ungrievable frames are, in effect, vulnerable to what they exclude—which is to say, the cause of 

mourning itself. Bierce’s text exploits this vulnerability, moving decidedly against the dominant 

aesthetic frame of war, introducing and then gradually widening discrepancies between the boy’s 

expectations of reality and horrible actualities, eventually unveiling the tragic dimension of grievable 

life that is obscured from them. 

In the woods, the child senses something large and dark lumbering towards him that he at 

first takes to be a bear. Looking around, he realizes that all around him are large ambling creatures. 

These, Bierce’s narrator tells the reader, are in fact hordes of men, recently come from the front at 

Chickamauga, staggering or crawling on all fours: “All their faces were singularly white and many 

were streaked and gouted with red.”66 (A contemporary reader could not fail to think that the scene 

resembles something out of a zombie movie. Except that these are living men and they hunger not 

for flesh or brains but merely their escape from the very human catastrophe that they have helped to 

bring upon themselves. Hence they represent both the survivors and the monsters the survivors flee.) 
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At first unaware of exactly what it is he is seeing, but sensing that the men will do him no 

harm, the boy takes in a rather amusing spectacle. Their red and blotchy faces, as well as their 

grotesque movements, remind him of circus performers. He laughs as he watches them, “heedless of 

the dramatic contrast between his laughter and their own ghastly gravity.”67 It reminded him of 

when grown men “make believe” they are animals, such as when “he had seen his father’s negroes 

creep upon their hands and knees for his amusement,” pretending they were his horses (while, no 

doubt, he stood by them with his whip). Thinking one of the crawlers was similar to this parodic 

semblance of a beast that men sometimes ‘pretend’ to be, the boy excitedly jumps upon him. Parody 

is promptly reversed into horror: The man casts the boy aside and, suddenly recovering himself, 

“turned upon him a face that lacked a lower jaw—from the upper teeth to the throat was a great red 

gap fringed with hanging shreds of flesh and splinters of bone.” The boy, inexpressibly shocked, 

runs to a nearby hill. Now the spectacle wears a different aspect for him. It is the same straggling, 

“clumsy multitude” dragging itself along in “hideous pantomime” but now the show is no longer an 

amusing spectacle but is manifestly menacing. They move down the slope “with never a sound of 

going—in silence profound, absolute.” 

With each turn in the narrative, the perceptual frame changes ‘genres’—at first myth and 

romance as the child pursues his imaginary foes in the woods, then, upon spotting the ‘beasts,’ the 

setting becomes a farce and the boy thinks the half-men are clowns performing absurd antics. But 

once he has been physically affected, cast to the ground by the mutilated soldier, the frame is tinged 

with horror. He begins to understand that things are not as they appear. The frame wavers, then 

collapses altogether when he realizes at last that not only are these actual dying men around him, but 

the entire forest had been lit up by his own house in flames. As the semblance of his jest passes it 

seems to take with it his entire world, revealing an unbearable tragedy: “[…] suddenly the entire 

plantation, with its inclosing forest, seemed to turn as if upon a pivot. His little world swung half 
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around; the points of the compass were reversed. He recognized the blazing building as his own 

home!”68 Panicked, he runs halfway round the ruin and makes a discovery—his mother, her clothing 

deranged, dark hair “full of clotted blood,” the majority of her forehead torn open and “from the 

jagged hole the brain protruded, overflowing the temple, a frothy mass of gray, crowned with 

clusters of crimson bubbles—the work of a shell.” 

Did this Confederate child, who a moment ago tried to play horsey with a wounded soldier 

because he thought he was a slave get what was inevitably coming to him? Should we see him as the 

hopeless, if helpless, vehicle of an ideological engine that began long before he was born and would 

continue long after his death? Given that most of Bierce’s readers would have been sympathetic to 

the Northern side of the war, and so wouldn’t immediately empathize with a Southern protagonist, 

it’s tempting to think so. However, this would suggest that the frame of war that had thus far 

enveloped his perceptions of reality so entirely was impregnable. But then, if so, are we any more 

enlightened than the child? Did we pause at any moment in the story to acknowledge the suffering 

in what was presented to us as the mutilated soldiers crawled and staggered through the woods, or 

did the sense of disgust, horror, or amusement preempt our compassion? After all, this is still a story 

about Chickamauga, the second bloodiest battle of the Civil War. As for himself, the child has no 

words in response to what he sees because, it is finally revealed, he is a deaf-mute. Instead, he makes 

frantic, confused gestures and utters “a series of inarticulate and indescribable cries—something 

between the chattering of an ape and the gobbling of a turkey—a startling, soulless unholy sound, 

the language of a devil.”69 The last line of the story thus abandons him, radically helpless, vulnerable, 

inarticulate, without a family and a home, at the site of an insuperable tragedy: “Then he stood 

motionless, with quivering lips, looking down upon the wreck.” 
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With this ending, Bierce rips away the final layer of the semblance from before the reader’s 

eyes which would have prevented the acknowledgement or, rather, the discernment, that this is a 

tragedy, not a horror story or a satire. He challenges the reader with the idea that the young 

Confederate is worthy of sympathy, not on the basis of identification but on the recognition of an 

event worthy of mourning. In other words, it is not the frame of tragedy that Bierce imposes exactly, 

but a structure of revelation that makes possible the punctuation and puncturing effects of a tragic 

real as something essentially demystifying and disruptive of ideological framing. The cause of actual 

mourning, the kind that punctures frames, is vastly more devastating than the abstract mourning of a 

tragic interpretative frame, such as one finds in redemptive melodrama. Nothing is redeemed at the 

end of this story; the narrator gives us no sentimental affect. Instead, the reader is called upon to 

witness, to reflect, and only then to sympathize. The tragedy had to be sufficiently punctuated 

before there could be proper commemoration. 

Not only is the boy-child here revealed to be a deaf-mute, literally speechless, but the story 

takes place up until the very end without a word, the hordes of wounded and dying soldiers 

advancing through the forest “in silence absolute.” The narrative perspective is tightly controlled— 

never entirely drifting over into the boy’s thoughts, the narration lingers at the periphery of his 

perceptions, alternately showing what the character perceives while maintaining the objective third 

person. Devoid of dialogue and with the narrative voice thus impartially split, the reader has no alibi 

but tends, along the lines of his or her reading habits, to a judgment of the story’s emotional value. 

Such a move entailed refraining from the temptation to free indirect discourse, in that the latter 

would presuppose the existence of an autonomous ‘psychological reality’ through the forced remove 

of literary artifice. The revelation of the child’s final stumble into inarticulacy at the end, the stutter, 

is thus an affront to the most refined of sentimental and realist aesthetic techniques while exposing 

its hidden servile function of providing a covert alibi that would too easily forgive the reader’s own 
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perceptions and judgments. Instead, by removing all dialogue and additionally revealing the 

protagonist to be incapable of the autonomy of an inner monologue, the reader is not shielded from 

apprehending his or her own presupposed judgments about the narrated reality. The shock of the 

final revelation therefore works best with readers who assume a position of derision or ironic 

condescension toward the child; that is, a position that assumes the maximum independence of 

perception from narrative reality, since the revelation at the end reveals that they had thus, without 

the alibi of the autonomy of literary artifice, condemned a radically vulnerable being, a deaf-mute 

orphan surrounded by fire in the woods after his home was destroyed in a catastrophe of 

unthinkable scale. 

It only suffices for such a reader to additionally recall that the setting is nonfiction to realize 

that Bierce’s point is also aimed at the politics of commemoration. Reduced to a pure gaze, without 

identity and without speech, Bierce presents the image of a witness without the ability to testify to 

the calamity that has befallen him. Fate is therefore sealed; the event is irreversible and without 

redemptive possibility. All that can remain is the monument of the catastrophe, the unspeakable 

wreck and the inarticulacy of failed testimony. There could be no more pointed rebuke to 

regenerative revisionism, either of the sanctimonious Northern kind or the resentful Southern. The 

monument declares the irreversible finality of the event. To mourn the war, Bierce implies, would 

only be possible if it coincides with such demystifying discernment. Through the boy’s failed 

attempt to voice his protest of the calamity he witnesses, Bierce accomplished such discernment, 

allowing the reader to apprehend the collapse of the boy’s frame without substituting an alternative. 

To truly know what the war was about, the story implies, one has a better sense by confronting the 

impossibility of testifying to it. 
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IV. Retroactive Reading: Owl Creek Bridge 

Bierce’s most famous story, “An Ocurrence at Owl Creek Bridge,” would play a similar ‘trick’ upon 

the reader as “Chickamauga” in that the narrative voice lingers at the boundary of the main 

character’s perceptual awareness only to puncture this frame through the demystifying effect of the 

ending, causing the reader to do a double take on his or her perceptions of the narrative. First 

published in the Examiner on July 13th, 1890, near the end of a flurry of production of the tales that 

would be collected in Tales of Soldiers and Civilians the following year, “An Occurrence at Owl Creek 

Bridge” represents in many ways the most ambitious instance of Bierce’s attempts to commemorate 

the war. Set near the battlefield of Shiloh, in which exists an actual Owl Creek, Bierce seemed to 

have wanted to go back to a place and time in which everything radically changed, not only for him 

but for the country.70 But, as Berkove suggests, twenty five years after the battle and nine years after 

writing “What I Saw of Shiloh,” Bierce had already “assimilated his past” and was ready to “create 

something entirely new from his experiences.”71 The reminiscent phase of his mourning was 

therefore over. No longer was he content to testify to his unforgettable encounters, now he sought 

to build a kind of monument that might, retroactively, create a new perspective within the past. 

The plot of the story divides roughly along two perspectives, that of the external standpoint 

that surrounds the protagonist and that of the protagonist himself.  Externally, it concerns the 

hanging of Peyton Farquhar, an aristocratic Southern plantation owner who has been sentenced to 

die for attempting to sabotage a railroad bridge. But there is not much to say about that aspect of 

the plot, since from the ‘external’ point of view all that happens is that the execution is carried out, 

Farquhar chokes and dies for his crime. The majority of the narrative, however, follows the 

sequence of events that take place in Farquhar’s mind; his fantasy of miraculous escape. In that 

course of affairs, the rope around Farquhar’s neck snaps and he falls to the creek below, swimming 
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for miles as bullets and even shrapnel fire all around him. At last, he makes it back to his plantation 

home and rushes to meet his wife, only to be ripped away from this hopeful dream with his death, as 

the last lines of the story reveal that Farquhar had died instantly of his intended penalty. The action 

is thus divided between an external causality and a subjective or internal dream sequence, and the 

culmination of the story is the clash of the one with the other; the inevitable defeat of the subjective 

by the inconceivable real of finitude. This, at least, is most straightforward dimension of the story, 

which is also its essential dimension, since everything comes back to it. But such recurrence can only 

be really appreciated once it is accomplished, since it presupposes the reader’s active participation in 

the events of the story. 

As in “Chickamauga,” a shock awaits a reader who perceives things too hastily. But whereas 

there, the reader was punished for assuming a condescending distance toward the deaf-mute child, 

here the reader who would feel most bewildered by the shock ending is the one who sympathizes 

too easily with the protagonist’s perspective; or, more precisely, by consenting to the semblance of 

what the protagonist supposes to be reality. In effect, the painful ironic disjuncture between 

perceived reality and fantasy that Bierce attested to again and again in Shiloh is here a sophisticated 

apparatus that draws the reader as much as possible into its intricate simulacrum.  The reader’s 

complicity at the level of perception is the mainspring of the central problematic of the story. For 

most first-time readers, the “internal” sequence of events appears to be what is actually happening 

up until the last lines when the twist is revealed: Farquhar actually escapes death and returns to his 

wife and home but at the last moment, reality itself seems to rip away when it’s revealed that 

Farquhar was executed. Retroactively, then, the reader realizes that the majority of the story was only 

a hallucination that the condemned man’s brain projected into his mind at the last moment. To a 

cursory reading, the story retrospectively feels like a practical joke, the ending gratuitously satiric. 

Such legendary ‘cruelty’ in the twist of Bierce’s famous story went far in establishing his notoriety as 
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a moral blackguard. But to make that leap is to risk missing the value of the story, especially in its 

implications as a commemorative fiction. 

Addressing this haste, Berkove argues that careful reading brings out another dimension to 

the story’s narrative voice. Bierce, in fact, is contemptuous of Farquhar. There is good reason to be: 

in the second section of the story the text tells us explicitly he is a slave-owning “well-to-do” planter, 

“ardently devoted to the Southern cause.”72 Moreover, although he is abled-bodied and of military 

age, he manages to excuse himself from participating in the war to defend his ‘cause’ 

(“[c]ircumstances of an imperious nature, which it is unnecessary to relate here, had prevented him 

from taking service with the gallant army…”), though he liked the idea of maybe doing so (“…and 

he chafed under the inglorious constraint, longing for the release of his energies, the larger life of the 

soldier, the opportunity for distinction”). When a Federal agent disguised as a Confederate soldier 

stops near his plantation, he seizes his chance, plying the soldier for information while Mrs. 

Farquhar goes to retrieve some water “with her own white hands” (as opposed to asking their 

slaves). When the spy tells the planter that the Federals are marching to Owl Creek Bridge, and that 

notice has gone around that any civilian who is caught interfering with the railroad “will be 

summarily hanged,” Farquhar proposes to elude the guard and “perhaps get the better of the 

sentinel,” implying that he would sneak up on him and murder him from behind.73 In short, 

Farquhar, who decides to sabotage Owl Creek Bridge because he was bored, wanted to be admired, 

and cares about his ‘right’ to own human property, elicits confidential information with intent to 

commit sabotage by murdering the guard from behind and then burning the bridge. Given this, it is 

no wonder that Bierce has it in for him. 

A careful reading (or re-reading after learning the twist) reveals this subdued ironic 

dimension of the text that was always there, and therefore the scandal that consists in the secret 
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collusion between the narration of the text, containing Farquhar’s egoistic self-justifications and 

wishful thinking, and the preconscious thoughts of the reader who sympathizes with him. As in 

“Chickamauga,” Bierce seems to have been going for the effects of free indirect discourse but 

without its pretension of subjective autonomy providing an alibi for the detached reader. Not being 

fully aware of what’s going on is not an excuse. For example, when Farquhar hatches his plot to 

sabotage the bridge he describes himself as a “civilian and student of hanging” by which he meant he 

was knowledgeable of the support system of bridges, he unwittingly gives a good description of the 

fate he is heading for.74 The reader, too, is a student of hanging in that he or she studies Farquhar 

and is interested in learning of his fate, even if the reader is not yet aware that this is what is 

happening. 

Throughout the tale, there are little snares and lures, which frame the story in a sympathetic 

mode for all but careful close readers. The key subterfuge, given at the very beginning of the story, is 

in the description of Farquhar’s “large and dark gray” eyes that have “a kindly expression,” which as 

Bierce suggests almost subliminally (in fact, mockingly) make him seem innocent: “[e]vidently this 

was no vulgar assassin.”75 This detail is loaded, because therein resides the source of the deception: 

If the reader is taken in by these large and kindly gray eyes, he is liable to be led astray in what 

follows. This is not to say that the reader identifies with Farquhar directly, but more insidiously, 

acquiesces to understanding his view of things. In effect, as the clue hints, the way Farquhar 

perceives reality is fatally flawed. To drive this home, later, when Farquhar ‘swims away’ from his 

captors, he sees from hundreds of yards away the eye of a soldier on the bridge through the sights of 

his rifle: “He observed that it was a gray eye and remembered having read that gray eyes were 

keenest, and that all famous marksmen had them.”76 Bierce is having fun with the reader. The 

magnified gray eye parodies the big gray eyes of the protagonist, through whom the reader ‘sees’ the 

events of the story. Because of the crisp language and the literary convention of sympathizing with 

148 



 

 

 

 

the protagonist’s perspective, the reader assumes that the eye they are seeing with is the ‘keenest.’ 

“Nevertheless,” the text continues, “this one had missed.” What the reader takes to be an accurate 

perception of reality is in fact a semblance of fantasy. To identify with Farquhar’s faulty perceptions 

is thus to collude with the Confederate’s distorted sense of things. Sympathy under such conditions, 

Bierce seems to warn readers, is done at one’s own risk.  

As Berkove notes, the most important clue to the story is the owl, both as symbol of 

wisdom (servant of Minerva) and as harbinger of death. At its most profound, these strands of 

symbolic meaning are combined in Hegel’s famous lines from the preface to the Philosophy of Right: 

History […] corroborates the teaching of the conception that only in the maturity of reality 

does the ideal appear as counterpart to the real, apprehends the real world in its substance, 

and shapes it into an intellectual kingdom. When philosophy paints its grey in grey, one form 

of life has become old, and by means of grey it cannot be rejuvenated, but only known. The 

owl of Minerva takes its flight only when the shades of night are gathering.77 

Hegel’s comment derives its value from the multiple strands of symbolism embedded within the owl 

that combines a certain apprehension of history with an idea of mournful commemoration—the 

gathering of the “shades of night.” Just as the individual possesses life, so too is there the life of a 

historical event, its historicity, which for Hegel can be apprehended metonymically as an “ideal” or 

conceptual truth. This decisive concept of a historical event, in other words, is only grasped 

retroactively, after the life of an event has passed and under the pressure of finitude, as death 

approaches. Between the end of a certain life sequence and the approach of one’s own unseen fate, 

between two deaths, something appears that illuminates the real that is inherited, transmitted, from 

one life to the next. Inasmuch as this little piece of the real can be apprehended as an “ideal” truth, it 

will live on, that is, it will refract the infinite of historical actuality. 
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In effect, this is how Bierce’s story should be read; in such a way as to suggest that only a 

retrospective appreciation of the story’s events would allow a full grasp of its significance as a 

commemorative fiction that aims, in the end, at the capturing of a little piece of the historical real in ideal 

form. To that end, implicit in the lure of the Confederate’s enlarged gray eyes is the key to the 

commemorative dimension of the story: its polemic against revisionism as a distorted retrospective 

perception. The shocking end is there as warning to readers who too hastily identify with the 

Confederate protagonist on the basis of sentiment, which therefore extends, by implication, to those 

who would sympathize with Lost Cause revisionism through an undiscerning acceptance of its 

perception of the war. The warning, however, is not so much directed at the danger of sympathizing 

with the person as it is with that person’s version of reality (i.e. the Confederate version of history). 

Here, too, we can apply the idea of the Owl of Minerva, in Hegel’s sense, to the principle of 

Bierce’s commemorative ethics. As Hegel was careful to point out, the ideal and the real must be 

separated if the former is to shed any light on the latter. An event (or a life) has to fully exhaust itself 

in the sense that it reaches a logical conclusion, coming to the end of its finite sequence, before a 

piece of it can be clearly apprehended as an ideal. To try to extract the ideal before the real has fully 

had a chance to complete its sequence is to preemptively confuse the ideal with the real, to have, in 

other words, a distorted commemoration. In terms of commemorating the death of an individual, 

such an extraction has no guarantee of providing adequate justice to the life it recalls. 

Careful reading reveals certain warnings that the protagonist’s perceptions are misleading, 

and blend the real with the ideal. Early in the story, just before his execution, Farquhar closes his 

eyes “in order to fix his last thoughts upon his wife and children.” This is a clue the reader should 

take literally, because after this point the narration mingles the percipient with the percept. 
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The water, touched to gold by the early sun, the brooding mists […] the soldiers, the piece 

of drift—all had distracted him. And now he became conscious of a new disturbance. 

Striking through the thought of his dear ones was a sound which he could neither ignore nor 

understand, a sharp, distinct, metallic percussion like the sound of a blacksmith’s hammer 

[…] Its recurrence was regular, but as slow as the tolling of a death knell. He awaited each 

new stroke with impatience and—he knew not why—apprehension. The intervals of silence grew 

progressively longer; the delays became maddening. With their greater infrequency the 

sounds increased in strength and sharpness. They hurt his ear like the thrust of a knife; he 

feared he would shriek. What he heard was the ticking of his watch.78 

Here, time is stretched, distorted, so that it betrays a certain conflation between the supposedly 

objective perspective of events and the subjective perception of them. The conscious level of 

perception, where time is relative to movement, is interrupted by the movements of time at an 

unconscious level, that is, by a certain unperceived agitation that causes the protagonist to apprehend 

what is happening with “impatience.” But what this also tells us is that the dominant focus of 

perceptual attention has been displaced from reality. The real movement of time is a discernible 

discrepancy, that is, it is “real” in the sense that it is there whether Farquhar wants it to be or not 

(just as the sound of his watch is something “he could neither ignore nor understand”). But once the 

“intervals of silence grew progressively longer” we have been effectively warned that the real has 

been relegated to an obscure background in the narrative. What takes the foreground are semblances 

of reality, reality as perceived in the mind of someone who has every reason to abandon it. In other 

words, his “reality” has been distorted by an ideal image that would transcend it: “flashed into the 

doomed man’s brain rather than evolved from it” is the fantasy that he would free himself from his 

restraints and swim away, dodging the enemy’s bullets, and eventually reach the bank and run to his 
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house, only a few miles away. The unperceived agitation that makes him impatient is nothing more 

than this desperate longing for escape from an inescapable fate. 

Granted the foregoing, it’s tempting to accept as conclusive Berkove’s argument that the 

story is a cautionary tale in the mode of Socratic irony. Bierce’s narrator had been feigning ignorance 

of the discrepancy between hallucinated wish and futile actuality, luring the reader along with the 

inertia of their own false expectancy. When the reader learns that Farquhar’s fantasy is in vain and 

the last lines depict his body swinging beneath the bridge, the shock of the ending is designed to 

thwart the hope of transcendence in both the protagonist’s and the reader’s fantasy. The tale has a 

cautionary moral: Bierce had learned from experience that the passive willingness to let wish-

fulfilling fantasies take charge over one’s critical faculties could lead to death. The point is not to pity 

Farquhar but to learn from his mistakes, from his fate. As Berkove explains, Bierce finessed two 

positions: On the one hand, he endorsed Coleridge’s principle that readers of literature should adopt 

the willing suspension of disbelief, and on the other hand, Bierce had too often seen the danger of 

“the willing surrender to belief in real life” lead to wasteful death.79 It is to this latter point that the 

‘moral’ of “Owl Creek Bridge” leads in the sense I have described, as a conflation between the real 

and the ideal due to the failure to discern their separation within a commemorative, retrospective 

frame. 

But there is a further step to be taken in the reading of the story. By viewing the events of 

the story within a retrospective frame it becomes possible to arrive at the end of the story with a 

feeling of sympathy for the protagonist, even after becoming fully aware of his knavery and his half-

hearted allegiance to an evil cause. That is, if we tie the concerns of the story to the point Bierce 

made about the unmarked rebel graves in the hills near Cheat River, we can grasp the full tragic 

implication of “An Occurrence at Owl Creek Bridge.” This comes through when retrospectively 
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revisiting the fantasy sequence that makes up the third section of the story. Here an incredible 

amount of action is impossibly condensed into a sequence of a few seconds: Farquhar falls into the 

creek, escapes his bonds, evades the bullets of the sharpshooters above him and even a cannonball 

that crashes in his midst, before making it to shore, runs through a seemingly endless forest until, at 

last, he makes it to the gate of his home and almost clasps his wife in his arms until “a blinding white 

light” and “a stunning blow upon the back of the neck” announces the end of his dream and his 

life.80 But, due to the temporal distortion of the narrative’s perspective, everything that takes place in 

this section really takes place only in the single instant of Farquhar’s death. In that moment, the 

infinite makes its appearance in the mode of a passing transience. Since the moment when he reels 

from the excruciating ‘death knell’ of the inner pendulum of his pocketwatch, the reader knows 

Farquhar’s senses have been heightened to an impossible degree. Once he breaks the surface of the 

water, in the split second before he has to dive again to avoid enemy fire, he “looked at the forest on 

the bank of the stream, saw the individual trees, the leaves and the veining of each leaf—he saw the 

very insects upon them: the locusts, the brilliant-bodied flies, the gray spiders stretching their webs 

from twig to twig.”81 He hears “the beating of the dragon flies’ wings, the strokes of the water 

spiders’ legs, like oars which had lifted their boat—all these made audible music.” Berkove notes 

that the passage is beautiful in the manner of Whitman’s litanies, “in which a finite list somehow 

suggests the infinite variety and beauty of creation” and argues that we can see though the poignancy 

of these fleeting images “a tragic but conscious tension in Bierce’s mind between the consequences 

of a Coleridgean willing suspension of disbelief and that of his own tendency to be skeptical of a 

willing surrender to belief.”82 But it is precisely what Berkove mentions in passing — this logically 

impossible emergence of the infinite within the finite as an ideal moment — that gives the passage 

its special poignancy. The impossibly short duration of the passage implies that the infinite splendor 
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of the world is not captured, but missed: what emerges is an image of the beauty of all the life that 

has permanently passed him by. 

Then, in the last of these fleeting moments, when Farquhar makes his way through the 

forest of his mind to get to his home, the object of his desire, the text describes the woods as 

seemingly “interminable,” he goes on in the same direction and yet “nowhere did he discover a 

break in it, not even a woodman’s road.” Lacking an alternate path, he realizes “[h]e had not known 

that he lived in so wild a region. There was something uncanny in the revelation.” 83 But the “uncanny,” 

as we know from Freud, is both homely and unhomely; what is closest to home is often what is 

most felt to be alien.84 The ‘home’ that Farquhar seeks we know he seeks in vain; could it likewise be 

that this futile final wish to return home is not the simple truth of his desire, but in fact the 

‘revelation’ of the fact that he never really knew his own home? In the limited time that was his he 

made horrible, stupid choices based on what, Bierce strongly implies, were fundamentally illusory 

premises. By the force of the fate that bears down upon him in his final living moments, moments in 

which his dream of escape is most desperately strained, a “lost cause,” he sees the shadow of his 

most deeply cherished beliefs vanish before him. If there can be a positive meaning to infinite grief 

it could be that this acknowledgment of life’s transient wilderness, in the irreversible movement of 

impending finitude, can overwhelm the vanity of personal and ideological mystifications and, if 

clearly apprehended, perhaps show us another path. Something is punctuated here, even 

monumentalized: A semblance can pass, leaving in its wake another possibility. The failure to take 

this other path, to see the domestic wilderness for what it is, then, is the true calamity. 

V. To the Unknown Dead: “One of the Missing” 

Wilson’s oft quoted assessment that Death is “Bierce’s only real character” means something 

different when we situate it within the tragic register we have been pursuing, where we can rephrase 
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it: ‘Only Death shows us Bierce’s characters.’ The point comes through in the reader’s apprehension 

that Bierce’s most horrific stories are almost there from the vantage of Death, as if we are seeing the fate 

of his characters retrospectively, from beyond the grave. Again and again, the characters in Bierce’s 

stories are set up to die horribly, and, before too long, we come to expect it — the brutal 

denouement, the futile gesture, the apparent heartlessness at the base of things. We know this is 

what Stephen Crane and Ernest Hemingway admired about them — their stoic masculinity in the 

face of an inhospitable real. But such heartlessness and inhospitability comes from learning the 

character’s fate, which we knew was coming. Is such coldness really coming from the story, then, or 

is it our defensive reaction to something we don’t want to look at too closely? 

“One of the Missing” presents both testament and testimony to such a confrontation with 

fatality. From the title on, this brief tale emblematizes the missing body and the unmarked grave as 

signifier for the obscurity of a life’s most hidden pathways to death. In the story, Jerome Searing, a 

Federal scout, dies trapped under a collapsed building after failing to sharpshoot a retreating 

Confederate regiment from atop Kennesaw Mountain.85 Before he dies, Bierce depicts an 

extravagant causal sequence that took place over the course of the private’s entire life, leading from 

accident to accident, before culminating in the moment when, through an equally improbably 

precise set of contingencies, an artillery gunner decides to practice on the very cliff where, 

unbeknownst to anyone, Searing was perched, causing the structure to collapse upon him: “Nothing 

had been neglected—at every step in the progress of both these men’s lives, and in the lives of their 

contemporaries and ancestors, and in the lives of the contemporaries of their ancestors, the right 

thing had been done to bring about the desired result.”86 Recognizable here on an almost cosmic 

scale is something like Freud’s infamous Todestrieb, where an unconscious tendency orients human 

desire toward an aim that ultimately subverts it, culminating in death.87 In Bierce’s story, similarly, 
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every sequence of events from the smallest gesture to the most grandiose event is rooted in an 

obscure yet inexorable logic of elementary causality that leads to fatality as to a “desired result.” 

After the structure collapses on him, Searing finds himself face to face with his own rifle, 

poised in such a way that the tiniest movement would set it off. For the majority of the rest of the 

story, the soldier tries to free himself from the nearly immoveable weight of the rubble that entraps 

him in an attempt to escape the black dot that stares back at him. As he thus confronts his own 

impending death, Searing experiences an excruciating pain in the middle of his forehead that feels 

exactly as if the bullet had already pierced his skull and was making its way, at an impossible slow 

speed, to his brain. At the end of the story, after a desperate attempt to end his suffering by shoving 

a strip of board against the trigger, Searing is dead. Yet, at the last moment of his life, we are only 

told: “There was no explosion; the rifle had been discharged as it dropped from his hand when the 

building fell. But it did its work.”88 It is unclear, then, when Searing died and how the rifle “did its 

work.” Most critics think that he died of fright, where the expectancy of death was so intense that it 

stopped his heart. However, the text makes the ending ambiguous: it could just as well be that the 

rifle had killed Searing at the beginning of the story, when the structure fell on him and his rifle 

discharged. If this is the case, then the entirety of Searing’s struggle in the wreckage is like Peyton 

Farquhar’s dream sequence in “Owl Creek Bridge,” the impossible prolongation of his final 

moments of existence. 

Throughout the story, this indeterminacy of the moment of death is thus played with in a 

similar way as it was with “Owl Creek Bridge”—by the slowing down of time. But whereas in the 

case of Peyton Farquhar, the pain of sudden constriction is the main clue to his fate, in Searing’s 

case, it is unclear whether the pain in his head is in anticipation of death or in prolongation of it. At 

first, the language of the text makes it sound like he is preemptively experiencing his final agony 

156 



 

 

 

through the “prophecy and menace of the bullet.” Gradually, however, the pain intensifies, as if 

detaching from time itself: 

It seemed to throb with a slow, regular recurrence, each pulsation sharper than the preceding, 

and sometimes he cried out, thinking he felt the fatal bullet. No thoughts of home, of wife 

and children. Of country, of glory. The whole record of memory was effaced. The world had 

passed away- not a vestige remained. Here in this confusion of timbers and boards is the sole 

universe. Here is immortality in time- each pain an everlasting life. The throbs tick off 

eternities.89 

Unlike Peyton Farquhar, Jerome Searing has his eyes open as his life comes to a close. As he dies, 

every trace of his previous life vanishes, his identity disintegrates, and with it, not just his life but the 

entirety of human history. The end of his life puts all time behind and away from him, into a distant 

planetary extinction. The past, too, distintegrates, making commemoration impossible. Rather, we 

appear to be left with the paradox of a commemorative viewpoint on something that cannot be 

commemorated. It’s as if we are meant to witness a view of existence from the perspective of an 

unknown corpse—which, in fact, is what Searing turns out to be. At the end of the story, a certain 

Lt. Searing, the private’s brother, passes by Jerome’s body, covered in dust and rubble such that it 

faded the blue of his uniform to a Confederate gray. Not discerning what he apprehends, the 

lieutenant does not see his brother, only a dead rebel whom he assumes died months ago. 

Unconscious of the irreversible fate that has befallen his kin, he leaves the unknown dead behind, 

‘buried’ as he is beneath the wreck, without monument — the entire record of memory effaced. 

As in all the best moments of Bierce’s war stories, we thus glimpse the vanishing thread of a 

life or, rather, of the semblance of a life, in such a way that its passing tells us of an unseen path 

leading toward death that a protagonist willfully blinds himself to, in hopes of evading it, only to 
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progress ever more surely in its direction. This is not to say that the fatal path might have been 

averted with more care, however. The point is that it could not have been avoided because the 

protagonist was unable to catch the thread. Knowing this, perhaps the sense of coldness and 

inhospitality we sense from Bierce’s stories is only our own reflection when confronted with 

another’s hopeless struggle against an untenable reality. Rather, reading the life of Bierce’s characters 

retrospectively, from the perspective of their impending doom, perhaps we (forget to) feel the 

sorrow and regret that would bring us together, in acknowledgment of a common catastrophe. 

Bierce thus performs a kind of intervention on the reader precisely through a form of 

narration that seems to embody an obscure message that knows more than it says, as if there is a 

concealed body somewhere in the text: a lost object that is not really missing but not in a clearly 

identifiable place, like an unknown corpse that must be dug up and (re)discovered. The success of 

his stories and their enduring interest for would-be monumentalizers must therefore have to do with 

the incitement that the reader has, after the fact, to read the story again, but more carefully or 

searchingly the second time. In place of death, the reader searches retrospectively for the thread the 

departed life took, the string of accidents and follies as the fruit of so many vain hopes of escaping 

the irreversible. It may be, then, that the only way to build Bierce’s monument is to see the one he 

has already built, the one that allows us to discern fate not only as the result of our own choices, but 

as the work of something obscure within each of us that all the same is irrepressible, that perseveres. 

Perhaps, the opening to mourn can lead us to find a different path. 

Echoed in Searing’s anguish are Oedipus’ parting words to Theseus: 

O light of the sun, 

no light to me! Once you were mine, I think… 

now for the last time I feel you warm my flesh, 
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now I go to hide the last breath of life 

in the long house of Death. 

Dearest friend, 

you and your country and your loyal followers, 

may you be blessed with greatness, 

and in your great day remember me, the dead, 

the root of all your greatness, everlasting, ever-

90 new. 

Only, in Searing’s case, no one is there to hear of his final breath’s “everlasting life.” It is up to 

Bierce’s readers to recall it. 
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From Destitution to Invention: William James’s Will 

The knower is not simply a mirror floating with no foothold anywhere, and passively 
reflecting an order that he comes upon and finds simply existing. The knower is an actor, 
and co-efficient of the truth on one side, while on the other he registers the truth which he 
helps to create […]. In other words, there belongs to the mind from its birth upward, a 
spontaneity, a vote. It is in the game, and not a mere looker-on; and its judgments of the 
should-be, its ideals, cannot be peeled off […] as if they were excrescences, or meant, at most, 
survival. 

—“Remarks on Spencer’s Definition of Mind as Correspondence”1 

Elizabeth Stuart Phelps responded to the crisis of infinite grief through her creative misprision of 

the Christian afterlife as a speculative fiction, a place where widows had a chance to imagine futures 

that the patriarchal doctrine of sacrifice denied to them. Ambrose Bierce looked backward, at the 

irreversible catastrophe of war that set infinite grief in motion, building a monument to the dead that 

would symbolically commemorate war’s tragic casualties in separation from the living on of its 

ideological grievances. For William James, however, infinite grief was not so much about a crisis 

resulting from external events such as war or the abusive interpretation of a consolatory doctrine; 

rather, it was a paradox of unconscious inheritance: that is, an immanent destitution that can occur 

in the course of an individual’s life in the form of an ancestral repetition. In his study of the 

psychology and metaphysics of the “sick soul,” James included his own testimonial of an experience 

of radical helplessness and despair that may have motivated his later path toward philosophy, just as 

a strikingly similar experience was the catalyst for his father’s attachment to the theological doctrine 

of Emmanuel Swedenborg. But for William James, such an episode would not lead him toward faith 

in a providential God, as it did for his father, but would rather set him onto the path of the 

reinvention of his own inheritance — his “will” in its widest application. 
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Of the authors in this study, he appears at once the most removed from infinite grief 

understood in terms of the historical and social implications of the Civil War but, perhaps for the 

same reason, the one who is in the best position to deal with its implications as a personal and 

speculative crisis of belief—not in God or an afterlife, but (following James’s definition of belief) as 

the perception of reality.2 Infinite grief here corresponds to the experience of what William James 

calls the “sick soul,” where a nightmarish vision of reality devoid of ideals provokes a symbolic 

death and a crisis of belief that has the potential to radically reconstitute subjectivity. In a similar way, 

Stanley Cavell regarded James’s “sick soul” as an analogue to his idea of skepticism as a kind of 

mourning that traverses its own despair in order to recover a new perspective.3 For Cavell, however, 

the scope of the existential threat implied by the sick soul seemed limited by the parameters of 

James’s empirical survey in Varieties of Religious Experience to just a few individuals, and thus 

concluded it to be “of a particular temperament, not as something coincident with the human as 

such.”4 By contrast, I want to suggest that there is in fact a universal claim at stake in James’s 

description of subjective destitution, especially as seen in the light of James’s own narrative of such 

an experience. Illuminated through the concept of infinite grief, James’s descriptions of his own 

experience of subjective destitution go to the heart of an experience that psychoanalysis calls 

Hilflosigkeit, a state of fundamental disarray and helplessness prior to the formation of social 

bonds—an experience that, paradoxically, has an ultimate ground in ungrounding. When situated in 

this way, contrary to Cavell’s selective focus on the empirical incidence of the sick soul, James’s 

passage through destitution is demonstrably woven throughout his philosophical writings as the 

necessary precondition for his most rigorous philosophical arguments about freedom and the 

formation of belief. 

For James, infinite grief represented the problem of a derived order of existence that, having 

succumbed to its own groundlessness, had become destitute and so needed to be mourned. In 
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locating the path of his mourning, James came to understand what he wanted to inherit from his 

antecedent, and thereby liberated his “will to believe,” which is to say, he re-established his sense of 

reality according to a new ethical perception and orientation. In other words, James’s pragmatic 

doctrine of truth stems from this experience of destitution and that, through a process of mourning, 

became a means of re-orienting perspectival reality from the ground up. 

This chapter begins to trace this trajectory of James’s path to the re-invention of belief from 

the experience of destitution through a comparison of the father and son’s experiences. Disguising 

his own identity, William recorded his own episode of acute despair in Varieties of Religious Experience, 

and also noted that it was uncannily similar to an experience of destitution of his father, Henry 

James, Sr. Thus, despite the fact that he wanted to keep his identity hidden in Varieties, James 

nonetheless left the footnoted reference to his father, thereby leaving us a trail without, however, 

providing further direct analysis himself.5 Following this trail, we learn that, when compared, the two 

testimonies from these two candid, philosophically oriented individuals yield invaluable knowledge 

about the role of subjective destitution and mourning in the inheritance of psychical structure. 

Following along the lines implied by his original investigation, then, a psychoanalytic study of these 

incidents of subjective destitution may grant us a clearer sense of their importance to William James 

as narratives of religious experience which make the object of speculative belief appear, as such, 

independently of a specific doctrine of faith. 

From there, we will investigate the way William James inherited his father’s ideas. In 

particular, the paradox of divine transmission that Henry Sr. dubbed the “creative problem” that 

William would later attempt to resolve through the development of his own philosophical take on 

volition. Taking from his father’s theological conception the idea that the process of inheriting is an 

essentially creative act that emerges from an experience of “abysmal destitution,” William finds a 

way, through his psychology of the will, to dispense with his father’s theological frame.6 In the 
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seminal essay of James’s pragmatic doctrine of truth, “The Will to Believe,” he develops the idea 

that belief is the product of the will, rather than the confirmation of an external existence, on the 

basis of his insight into non-conscious thought processes that lead the subject in directions of which 

she is scarcely aware. 

Following this trajectory, we can retrace the path of a unique invention in James’s thought 

that reveals the structure of infinite grief not as a problem that leads to endless mourning or 

grievance (as seen in the previous chapters), but as a roadmap of the passage from mourning to the 

radical reorientation of subjective reality. From subjective destitution to a process of mourning that 

actively re-invents inherited truth-values, a current runs through William James’s thought that shows 

how the problematic of infinite grief can produce its own solution. In other words, through James’s 

philosophy, we grasp how an experience that causes the collapse of the self and the onset of a 

process of mourning can reveal the truth of an inherited desire and, in the process, render that truth 

susceptible to re-invention. 

Vastation 

Sometime between 1870 and 1872, James was hospitalized for “acute neurasthenic attack with 

phobia,” during which he appears to have suffered a nervous breakdown.7 Details of the incident are 

scarce, even conspicuously absent, from William’s otherwise effusive correspondence to friends and 

family, but most biographers concur that the climactic episode occurred in a period of recurrent 

depressions around the time of the death of his cousin and beloved friend Minnie Temple in March 

of 1870.8 So, at least in part, James’s breakdown was most likely a reaction of bereavement which, in 

combination with a number of other factors of aggravation and instability in James’s life (i.e., 

uncertainty about career prospects, chronic back pain, conflicts with his father, disappointment and 
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pessimism about the value and direction of his studies, etc.), had especially dramatic implications and 

consequences. 

The clearest testimony of the episode appears in Varieties of Religious Experience, included in a 

chapter devoted to the religious experiences of the “Sick Soul.” In that chapter, James collects 

instances of reported religious epiphanies where the subjects became aware of a fundamental “evil” 

at the heart of existence that makes happiness and health seem illusory.9 James pointedly contrasts 

these testimonies to those of the previous chapter, that characterize the “healthy-minded” religions 

(i.e. Unitarianism, Spiritualism,  and other liberal theologies) and even certain secular psychiatric 

practices, such as mind-cure, that emphasize a belief in a benevolent God who saves through a 

gentle, propaedeutic salvation.10 By antithesis, James’s “sick souls” illustrate a tendency of attraction 

to a metaphysical view of reality that despises or distrusts the pleasantries of the surface. In the 

characteristics of these testimonies of destitution experienced by mystics, saints, and asylum inmates, 

a narrative pattern emerges where a sense of conviction in the reality of an essential “evil within” 

disrupts the supposedly smooth surface of sociality and plunges the subject into despair and 

melancholy. In part, James wanted to illustrate the continuity of religious experience with 

psychological illness, prefacing excerpts of testimonies from Martin Luther and John Bunyan with 

clinical descriptions of depressive anhedonia or the “sort of psychical neuralgia” that characterizes 

sudden onsets of active despair.11 But in making such comparisons, James was not just trying to 

show how the logic of certain morbid spiritual experiences could be translated into clinical terms, he 

was also clearly after something that would elucidate, and thereby dignify, the pathological by 

reference to the ethical and metaphysical. 

At the end of the chapter, James offers his own case, disguised as the testimony of an 

anonymous French asylum inmate from which he “translates freely.” Retiring one evening to his 

170 

https://despair.11
https://salvation.10


 

 

dressing room in a state of despondency, he feels a sudden onset of panic. At the same moment, a 

menacing image flashes into his mind: 

Simultaneously there arose in my mind the image of an epileptic patient whom I had seen in 

the asylum, a black-haired youth with greenish skin, entirely idiotic, who used to sit all day 

on one of the benches, or rather shelves against the wall, with his knees drawn up against his 

chin, and the coarse gray undershirt, which was his only garment, drawn over them inclosing 

his entire figure. He sat there like a sort of sculptured Egyptian cat or Peruvian mummy, 

moving nothing but his black eyes and looking absolutely non-human. This image and my 

fear entered into a species of combination with each other. That shape am I, I felt, potentially.  

[…] There was such a horror of him, and such a perception of my own merely momentary 

discrepancy from him, that it was as if something hitherto solid within my breast gave way 

entirely, and I became a mass of quivering fear.12 

Like many of the other testimonies of the “Sick Soul,” there is here the movement of a sudden 

attack of despair, followed by a depressive aftermath. The emphasis, however, is on the specifically 

psychological character of the description, rather than any explicitly religious content. More so than 

in the other cases, it is clear that the sufferer understands the parameters of the incident through a 

kind of self-encounter with alienness rather than deriving from a supernatural or miraculous origin. 

Given this insight, markers of foreignness pervade the passage—everything from James’s “French” 

persona, to the “inhuman” epileptic patient, to his description of him as an ancient Peruvian 

mummy or Egyptian cat (as if calling him “idiotic,” “non-human” or a “shape” wasn’t sufficient, he 

also compares him to an ancient encrypted object). But all of these arrestingly strange images 

effectively dramatize the effect of identification with the epileptic patient, which is put in the 

strongest possible terms: “That shape am I, I felt, potentially.” 
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What to make of this moment, where the recognition of an affinity of the most intimate sort 

is experienced with horror? Melanie Klein might call it an instance of “projective identification”: an 

imaginary response to invasive or persecutory feelings characterized by a “combination of splitting 

off of parts of the self” that are then projected into another person where they can be contained at a 

distance.13 For Klein, the feelings of persecution themselves originate in the plurality of unconscious 

drives whose aggressive and contradictory impulses threaten the coherence of the subject’s self-

image. James might have found such an explanation appealing, especially granted his own view that 

adult consciousness owes its tenuous capacity to localize space to the infant’s initial sense, “assailed 

by eyes, ears, nose, skin and entrails at once” that reality is a “blooming, buzzing confusion.”14 Here, 

too, it’s as if reality itself has shattered, becoming incoherent and, consequently, threatening. In 

defense, identification aims at reducing the threat to a containing form — literally, as above, a 

“shape”; or what Klein would call a “bad object” — in order to stave off the threat of entropy by 

first localizing, then expelling it. 

Projective identification presupposes the act of perceiving: What is identified with has to be 

apprehended as like but also unlike the self. In that sense, it is also instructive to recall Lacan’s 

mirror stage, where the specular image that gazes back upon us from the mirror always carries the 

implicit threat of a possible return to dissolution from the illusion of wholeness (a threat that, again, 

arises from the aggressivity of the drives).15 At issue, in other words, is the gaze itself as a bad object, 

which is to say, not the eyes of the inmate, but the inverted gaze of the one who beholds him 

precisely as “nonhuman.”16 According to his own interpretation, what James ‘sees’ in the inmate’s 

gaze is his own vast potential for inhumanity, the shape of his own ‘sick soul.’ 

As such, what is found to be disturbing is not precisely the figure itself but a perception on 

James’s part, accompanied by the insight that there is a potential for the reversal of position—“That 

shape am I, potentially.” Although James is frightened by the inmate’s madness and his pitiable 
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appearance, what actually causes disturbance is the thought that there really is not much of a gap 

between the two of them. Or, as James himself puts it: “There was […] such a perception of my 

own merely momentary discrepancy from him, that […] I became a mass of quivering fear.” This 

insight consists of two discrete thoughts that are combined in the instantaneity of the glance: 1. “At 

least I am not as hopeless as that inhuman creature over there.” 2. “On second thought, maybe I am 

no better.” The second moment is what carries with it the power that provokes the intense fear and 

depressive despair, perhaps because the force of the awareness with which he identifies with the 

destitute condition of the inmate causes the negation of his previous sense of identity. In 

acknowledging that he was identifying his own sense of misery and despair onto the inmate, James 

becomes aware that a change has taken place in his own narcissistic structure. If he is truly no better 

than the inmate, then his previous views of himself, established over the course of his education and 

life experiences, ring hollow and false. 

After the incident, he finds himself in need of something that will help him recompose 

himself: 

After this the universe was changed for me altogether. I awoke morning after morning with 

a horrible dread at the pit of my stomach, and with a sense of the insecurity of life that I 

never knew before, and that I have never felt since. […] In general I dreaded to be left alone. 

I remember wondering how other people could live, how I myself had ever lived, so 

unconscious of that pit of insecurity beneath the surface of life. My mother in particular, a 

very cheerful person, seemed to me a perfect paradox in her unconsciousness of danger, 

which you may well believe I was very careful not to disturb by revelations of my own state 

of mind. I have always thought that this experience of melancholia of mine had a religious 

bearing. […] I mean that the fear was so invasive and powerful that if I had not clung to 

scripture-texts like ‘The eternal God is my refuge,’ etc., ‘Come unto me, all ye that labor and 
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are heavy-laden,’ etc., ‘I am the resurrection and the life,’ etc., I think I should have grown 

really insane.17 

Is the gravity of that possible plunge into insanity why he thought there was something ‘spiritual’ or 

‘religious’ about his experience? If so, it would imply that religion, in James’s view, is explicitly there 

to shield humankind from an acute awareness of the “pit of insecurity beneath the surface of life.” 

That would seem to indicate an echo of Pascal’s wager (discussed at length in “The Will to Believe”), 

where belief is not rooted in conviction but in a pained sense of feeling ‘forced’ to make a choice for 

a metaphysical option against despair of the alternative.18 However, James’s focus on the “invasive” 

character of his despair suggests that religious discourse operates through the effects of certain 

scripture-texts that are repeatedly read, as if the words themselves, or the activity of reading, provide 

a kind of distraction. It’s not that the activity of reading scripture operates as a ritual envelope that 

faith will later come to fill (as in Pascal), but rather that the words are meant to divert the reader’s 

attention from contemplating the “pit” of the real that, in any case, abides. 

Another thing that is striking about this ‘recovery phase’ of the incident is the appearance of 

his mother, Mary James, as the model of “unconsciousness of danger” that William takes to be the 

antithesis of his anxious awareness of the pit and that he takes care “not to disturb” by revelations 

of his own morbid mindedness. Not only is this interesting because Mary presided over a succession 

of difficult family trials and misfortunes which would have made any such obliviousness unlikely 

(Alice’s numerous breakdowns and suicide attempts, Henry Sr.’s breakdown, her son Wilky’s near 

fatal injury in the Civil War, etc.), but because one may infer from the passage that her presence 

played a part in William’s recovery. Dreading to be alone, he has the company of his mother and 

relies on her supposed obliviousness to danger as a means of reassurance, before he has recourse to 

scripture. Moreover, because she does not seem to be aware of the existential danger — precisely, 

does not see it — she can thus act as a reassurance for William, as if to remind him that not everyone is 
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aware of the intrusive gaze, or, perhaps, that it does not actually see him after all. Perhaps the best 

defense against the intrusiveness of an alien gaze is the counter-assurance of the gaze of one who 

does not see. The fact that William does not want his mother to know out of fear that his thought 

might disturb her reinforces the idea that the thought has an inherent revelatory power, where the 

act of perception is tantamount to the threat of the invasive violence he experiences within. 

Almost as evocative as what James emphasizes, however, is what he scarcely mentions. 

Directly after the passage above, he states somewhat brusquely that “there is no need for any further 

examples,” as if his heavily laden testimony was self-explanatory and conclusive (or that he was 

eager to move on quickly).19 In lieu of comment, there is just a footnote: “For another case of fear 

equally sudden, see Henry James: Society, the Redeemed Form of Man.”20 In this very loaded reference, 

James explicitly links his own crisis with his father’s self-described “vastation” experience. 

“Vastation,” an archaic form of “devastation,” describes a violent process of self-emptying, 

similar to kenosis. 21 Henry Sr.’s sense of the notion derived from his study of the 17th century 

Swedish mystic Emmanuel Swedenborg. In the latter’s Biblical commentary Arcana Coelestia, it 

appears in various instances as allegories of regenerative faith. For example, when Lot’s wife is 

transformed into a pillar of salt after she casts a quick glance behind her at the scene of her 

destroyed home, Swedenborg comments: “Truth is said to be vastated, or laid waste, when there is 

no longer any good in it, vastation itself being signified by ‘salt.’”22 To experience a vastation, then, is 

to succumb to misery where a truth is accepted that lacks any intelligible connection to a redeeming 

value, not unlike a skepticism that meets its limit in the groundlessness of its own enterprise. One’s 

selfhood dissolves in the face of a wretched and irrepressible truth. It’s no wonder, then, that such a 

notion would evoke so much resonance with the testimony of the “French inmate.” By drawing 

attention to the parallel, William may have wanted to draw out the allegorical resonances of his 

father’s religious experience. 
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As reported in Society, the Redeemed Form of Man, Henry Sr.’s vastation presents a remarkable 

number of similarities to his son’s neurasthenic attack. One May evening in 1844, the story goes, 

Henry was sitting alone by the fire, “thinking of nothing, and feeling only the exhilaration incident to 

a good digestion,”23 when suddenly his whole world melted away: 

To all appearance it was a perfectly insane and abject terror, without ostensible cause, 

and only to be accounted for, to my perplexed imagination, by some damned shape squatting 

invisible to me within the precincts of the room, and raying out from his fetid personality influences 

fatal to life. 

The thing had not lasted ten seconds before I felt myself a wreck; that is, reduced from a 

state of firm, vigorous, joyful manhood to one of almost helpless infancy. The only self-control 

I was capable of exerting was to keep my 

seat. I felt the greatest desire to run incontinently to the foot of the stairs and shout 

for help to my wife, — to run to the roadside even, and appeal to the public to protect me; but 

by an immense effort I controlled these frenzied impulses, and determined not to budge from 

my chair till I had recovered my lost self- possession. This purpose I held to for a good long 

hour, as I reckoned time, beat upon meanwhile by an ever-growing tempest of doubt, anxiety, and 

despair, with absolutely no relief from any truth I had ever encountered save a most pale and 

distant glimmer of the divine existence, when I resolved to abandon the vain struggle, and 

communicate without more ado what seemed my sudden burden of inmost, implacable unrest to 

my wife.24 

As when William encounters his fear in the “shape” of the asylum inmate, here too the sudden 

appearance of a weird shape causes an almost instantaneous regression, the reduction from “a state 

of firm […] manhood” to “helpless infancy.” That such instantaneity is possible reminds us of the 

fragility of adulthood, the infantile helplessness each of us manage to surmount onto the 
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precariousness of what here is aptly called “self-control” or “self-possession.” Precisely, Henry feels 

there is a danger that his self is no longer in his possession but is in effect being manipulated by 

another, a “damned shape.” 

Leaving aside for the moment the kind of person that might be signified by the description 

of the “fetid personality,” it’s worth noting that the Henry does not name the “shape” or given it 

any kind of identity beyond its outline as a form that, as he also admits, is ‘conjured’ by his 

imagination. The source of its power thus comes from within Henry, but is simultaneously imaged 

from without, somehow both “invisible” and ‘seen’ squatting in a corner of the room. 

It’s fair to say that here, as in William’s account, the external “shape” is both foreign and 

intimate, lending an ambiguous terror a figural form that, by localizing and externalizing it, also 

keeps it a distance. In his biography of Henry Sr., Alfred Habegger proposes the interesting 

interpretation that the apprehension of the squatting “shape” is an unconscious projection of Henry 

Sr.’s own amputated leg and that the vastation as a whole can be accounted for as the re-enactment 

of an traumatic injury that occurred when he was sixteen, in which he tried to put out a barn fire by 

stomping on it with his right leg.25 The burned leg became gangrenous and had to be amputated 

twice (the first operation was botched), both times without anesthetic. Then, in his period of 

convalescence following the amputation, he had to stay in bed for nearly three years while his “fetid” 

stump stank from infection.26 Habegger suggests that this trauma made a permanent stamp upon 

Henry Sr.’s personality, such that it was even powerful enough “to have penetrated his children’s 

minds, in particular that of William, who became convinced that only those who have been exposed 

to the “morbid” side of life are able to penetrate its secrets.”27 

Of course, without Henry Sr.’s confirmation, we will never know if his repressed memory of 

the earlier incident was what made him conjure the evil shape. But Habegger’s interpretation is 

provocative in another way that has a far-reaching symbolic resonance with Henry Sr.’s theological 
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concerns: By drawing attention to the fact that the testimony puts the emphasis on the the “shape” 

not so much to indicate a person (directly) but to an object intimately associated with his body. 

Other than a leg, there is of course another body part that resembles a ‘stump’ whose ‘squatting’ 

appearance also emphasizes the idea that the form is not standing fully erect. And what is even more 

suggestive is the reaction Henry has to it. First, he feels as though his “manhood” has utterly 

disintegrated and left him as helpless as an infant, then, he urgently seeks for something that will 

rescue him from his state of helplessness. The shape thus seems to represent at once the manhood 

of a powerful figure and Henry’s own manhood that he loses when it appears to confront him from 

outside.  It’s as if the threat of possession implied by the damned shape, its evil rays of influence, 

arises from the idea that it represents being robbed of masculine dignity. Then, when Henry 

glimpses the “pale and distant glimmer” of divine transcendence, again it seems as if he has conjured 

an image, this time to keep at bay his impending dissolution. Of course, the glimmer of a possible 

deliverance is important in the context of Henry’s account as the intimation of an initiatory secret— 

what would lead him, eventually, to Swedenborg’s system. But in the more immediate sense, it 

appears to direct him toward his wife, to whom he disburdens himself. 

Mary James thus features in this episode in a similar way as she appeared in her son’s 

narrative, as a stabilizing influence, an idealized figure that protects him against a threat of 

disintegration. If we take the phallic reference of the shape seriously, moreover, it seems she is called 

upon to restore her husband’s masculinity. By being there for William to disburden himself to her, 

she effectively puts him back on solid ground, helping him to reconstitute himself both as an 

autonomous self and as a man. It is only then that, just as in William’s own narrative, Henry Sr. turns 

to psychiatry and religion to recover from the experience—after consulting a number of 

psychiatrists to no avail, he takes a rest cure treatment in Devonshire, where he learns from an 

attractive female friend Swedenborg’s notion of Vastation, following which he reads the Swedish 
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mystic’s writings voraciously. In other words, two women with ideal qualities, the first his wife Mary 

and the second, (as he makes a point of saying) “a lady of rare qualities of heart and mind, and of 

singular personal loveliness as well,” puts him onto the track of a religious discipleship based around 

a fatherly master-figure, inciting his desire in the direction of discursive study and writing.28 

Both in detail and in general outline, then, the two experiences present a number of striking 

similarities: each of the men experienced the fright at evening when they were alone and relatively 

calm, the threat was sudden and invasive and provoked their imagination to conjure a “shape” to 

account for it, a shape whose huddled form, despite apparent weakness, in fact seems intimately tied 

to its occult power as an invasive presence whose gaze, in particular, is feared. The horror of the 

presence then causes the “vastation” — each of the men instantly regresses before it to a state of 

“helpless infancy” that also threatens their masculinity. Then, in the recovery arc, one or more 

idealized women set them on the course of a consolation ultimately provided by a religious discourse 

that also gives them a philosophical language for the experience. 

It now remains to distinguish the pattern of the two experiences. William James’s biographer 

Linda Simon emphasizes the relation of mobility in each case: “Both attacks occurred suddenly at a 

moment of apparent calm. Central to both experiences was a crouching, motionless, yet threatening 

figure. Both attacks rendered the victims immobile, generated long depression, and seemed to have 

some religious connection.”29 As Simon notes, the immobility of the crouching figure, upon being 

apprehended, instigates immobility on the part of the observer. This is due to the centrality, in both 

accounts, not so much of any physical movement or reflex but due to the role of the gaze as a point 

of both disruption and containment. In William’s account, the gaze of the inmate is highlighted: He 

sat completely still like a dead thing, a statue or a mummy, “moving nothing but his black eyes.” Yet, 

the patient’s eyes also indicate the humanness in the otherwise inhuman figure, which is to say, the 

sole point of sympathetic identification between him and James. But in realizing this connection, 
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William collapses, because he recognizes something that he doesn’t want to see. In Henry Sr.’s 

experience, by contrast, the “shape” is not seen, is in fact “invisible,” and yet the very reference to 

its perceptual status is enough to indicate that Henry feels it watching him. He attributes his paralysis 

to its power over him. The fact that he does not see it and yet it is there “squatting” and “in the corner 

of the room” is pointed—if the shape cannot be seen, its watchful presence is nonetheless 

oppressive. 

It’s therefore worth noting that, although it might appear that the “shape” is there just to 

conceal the void with figuration, in either case, the intrusive overpresence of the gaze — the sense of 

being seen by something  I don’t want to see simultaneous with perceiving something where there should be nothing 

— is what throws subjective reality into disarray. Lacan points out that at its pure level, anxiety 

should be understood not as the loss or lack of an object but its suffocating overpresence—the 

feeling of something overbearing and intrusive that arises as if out of nowhere in particular.30 

Granted the privilege of the gaze in this type of encounter, this is the kind of logic that is also 

especially at issue in shame, as a number of psychoanalytic writers have described, where an 

excrescence that represents an intimate enjoyment dearer than one’s own will is forced to exposure 

and where, again, the lack of a prohibition is felt to be more oppressive than its institution.31 For 

each of the men, there is an intimation of shame in what “I don’t want to see” signifies—the 

presence of something that one doesn’t want exposed (the squatting shape)—that they would like to 

have removed or prohibited from sight. This would support the notion, as well, that Mary in 

William’s account reassures him by ‘not seeing’ the “pit” that William is acutely aware of. Again, it’s 

not so much that something is missing as that something excessive threatens to intrude where it 

doesn’t belong. Through reference to shame, the reaction of both father and son make visible an 

element of feeling cornered, trapped in inescapable bondage to the power of the shape.32 
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In a manner that is almost explicit in both cases, then, the vastation provokes castration as a 

secondary, defensive reaction. Both father and son describe being un-manned in response to the 

“shape” — “reduced from a state of firm, vigorous, joyful manhood to one of almost helpless 

infancy,” as Henry says, and in James’s account, where the reference to the phallic organ is limited to 

secondary qualities (i.e. firmness), it is no less about losing his adulthood and manly dignity, 

“something hitherto solid within my breast gave way entirely, and I became a mass of quivering fear.” 

But considered as a reaction to the invasive gaze, the sense of castration here amounts to an 

attempted aversion, the reduction to nothingness of some unwanted excess. Given the hint provided 

by the context of “vastation” in Swedenborg’s sense of a violent purging of sin, this suggests that 

the appearance of the conjured gaze as well as the reaction of collapse should be taken together as a 

cohesive whole, that is, as a scene that enacts an unconscious fantasy. In this light, it suggests having 

been ‘caught’ or exposed for seeing something that one should not have seen, an experience of 

exposure or shame from which there is no escape (but which, all the same, motivates a flight). 

At the root of castration anxiety is such an inescapable condition, where the subject is 

reduced to a ‘mass of quivering fear’: what Freud called Hiflosigkeit, the situation of infantile 

helplessness at the origins of psychological development. Both an ontogenetic and phylogenetic 

precondition of the unconscious, Hilflosigkeit characterizes, from an evolutionary perspective, the 

premature birth of the human neonate and its subsequent state of complete dependency on adult 

caregivers.33 Without the evolutionary advantages of prickly skin, supple limbs, fins, wings or any 

other adaptational means of escaping threats, human babies must find ways of communicating 

verbally with the adults in their vicinity in order to survive. Consequently, language—especially in a 

symbolic, associative and connotative sense—becomes a vital instrument (i.e. a symbolic phallus), a 

conduit for the drives and urges of the human subject that, at a certain level, is always more or less 

an outgrowth and development against the acute experience of helplessness. As a dimension of 
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possible experience, then, Hilflosigkeit always remains at the level where language fails and the human 

subject is maximally vulnerable to external, as well as internal, threats. 

In Freud’s later cultural studies, especially The Future of an Illusion and Civilization and its 

Discontents, he turns increasingly to this notion of primary disarray to account for the genesis of belief. 

Just as the adult unconscious contains residual impressions of formerly volatile childhood conflicts, 

so does “the motives for the formation of religion which psycho-analysis revealed […] turn out to 

be the same as the infantile contribution to the manifest motives.”34 By “manifest motives” Freud 

means belief, not only in the sense of religion but convictions and judgments about reality in general. 

The need to overcome helplessness inspires, for example, the fantasy of a delivering Providence that 

would rescue the helpless creature from its precariousness. By asserting that such manifest motives 

did not align with their meaning at the unconscious level of fantasy, Freud did not mean to dismiss 

them, but attributed to them their proper symbolic weight as beliefs that, at every level of 

cognizance, attempt to overcome or transcend the precariousness of existence. 

At first, the mother as a protective figure provides this idea of deliverance. For the sake of 

satisfying its needs, the infant attaches great importance to the mother’s body and the ideal love that 

emanates therefrom is necessary to establish the coherence of the burgeoning self. In this way, the 

mother represents not only the first love-object but also the “first protection against all the 

undefined dangers which threaten it […] its first protection against anxiety.”35 The infant thereby 

establishes her as the precursor of the idea of a beneficent higher power. Yet for Freud, the maternal 

significance of the protection of the infant is only intermediary, as “the mother is soon replaced by 

the stronger father, who retains that position for the rest of childhood.”36 In the process the original 

idealized relation to the mother is transferred to the father, where the feeling of absolute protection 

by an all-loving figure is exchanged for the oscillating vicissitudes of longing for the father that are 

“deeply imprinted in every religion.” In short, the maternal ideal becomes a paternal ideal and in the 
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process of transit accrues an especial foreignness that, in relation to the mother, was only a vague 

intimation. The relation to the social dimension of language, as well, is introduced through the 

father— thereafter, discourse symbolically bears the paternal imprint (or, “the name of the father”). 

Hence, as the story goes, just as the child takes the sacrament of the father after the ‘vanishing 

mediator’ of the mother, so does religion emphasize the paternal after the forsaking of the maternal 

body.37 

Both William and Henry Sr.’s narratives of subjective destitution or vastation follow the 

pattern Freud describes: The threat of castration provokes a regression to the state of helplessness, 

following which a maternal figure is first sought out to provide help and even to re-convince them 

of the integrity of their adulthood, following which a more paternal religious doctrine takes the 

baton. In this light it may be seen that, in Henry Sr.’s narrative, Mary has as much or even more of a 

maternal role to play than in her son’s case. For Henry seems to require his wife to re-convince him 

of his manhood. When he disburdens himself to her, the implicit expectation is that the “confession” 

of his “implacable unrest” will be countervailed by his wife’s soothing reassurance. But Henry gives 

the credit for consolation ultimately to Swedenborg and his initiation into the mysteries of a 

supernatural transcendence. For William, by contrast, the mother is not sought for conventionally 

‘feminine’ qualities (i.e. as a comforter), but as a hardy protector whose resilience against the real is 

capable of reminding him that others can manage to bear the precarity of existence. In other words, 

William does not require as much from a transcendent Being, because he is able to accept the fact 

that the reality he is exposed to is a common experience that people like his mother are able to bear 

with dignity. 

Ultimately, Freud’s theory of anxiety refers to the irreducible dimension of Hilflosigkeit as a 

kind of bedrock, a beyond-of-the-threshold of excitation that is unmanageable. In clinical practice, 

the most profound experiences of castration involve a confrontation with this real where words fail 
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(or more precisely, fail to bring about a response). Accordingly, in such situations, the weight of 

one’s symbolic sense of reality acquires an especially privileged importance because it is so 

desperately needed to grasp a semblance of reality. Lacan effectively went so far as to identify such 

subjective destitution as a requirement of the end of a psychoanalytic treatment: “At the end of a 

training analysis the subject should reach and should know the domain and the level of the 

experience of absolute disarray. It is a level at which anguish [angoisse, also “anxiety”] is already a 

protection, not so much Abwarten [waiting] as Erwartung [expectancy]. Anguish develops by letting a 

danger appear, whereas there is no danger at the level of the final experience of Hilflosigkeit.”38 

Implicitly, the danger signal of anxiety indicates an obstacle that by virtue of that fact that there is a 

problem, implies a solution and therefore hope. Beyond anxiety, “absolute disarray” would thus be a 

thoroughly disruptive experience of ‘the worst’ that, without hope, is nonetheless without danger. 

To endure such an experience without expectation of relief could, conceivably, ground the subject 

without any necessary recourse to ideological illusion. Thus, if a normal course of therapeutic 

treatment seeks to provide patients with a means of bearing anguish, psychoanalysis in its radical 

sense as an ethical practice seeks to go further, by enabling individuals to reorient themselves within 

the most unbearable dimension of experience without hope or fear. 

As for the Jameses, neither father nor son attain such Stoic-like acceptance, but rather 

describe their passage through Hilflosigkeit as the incipience of faith in a transcendental sense. One 

could say, in other words, that they each viewed the experience as a prelude to a belief in something 

that would promise deliverance from it. Although neither of them may thus have been able to 

harrow the experience without anxious expectancy, nonetheless their ideas of religion, insofar as 

they remained clear about this harrowing, were able to expose something of its psychological 

structure. Thereafter, each of them gained a certain sympathy for religious experience qua experience 

and recognized in it the marvel of belief in its capacity as a deliverance. 
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William’s recovery, however, seems more ambivalent than his father’s. Although, like Henry 

Sr., he sought religious scripture as a refuge, William seemed far less certain of the eventual 

‘transcendence’ that would forever protect him from the “pit of insecurity.” If his “absolute disarray” 

is not quite the “final experience” Lacan describes, William seems to have been inspired by his 

experience to achieve something similar, an ability to persevere in the real with minimal illusion. The 

open-endedness of his account left him with material for analysis. One thing’s for sure: William 

wanted to study these experiences. In that respect, their similarities are neither entirely coincidental 

nor indicative of a supernatural connection, but imply a deliberate presentation for the sake of 

psychological investigation. William James biographer Howard Feinstein is thus right to mention 

that Henry Sr.’s vastation in Society the Redeemed Form of Man is recounted in a fictitious letter and is 

styled like a Christian myth designed to convey the saving gospel of Swedenborg’s philosophy, and 

that William’s own case has a bit too much ‘family resemblance’ to rule out the influence of the 

father’s story on the son.39 Like Christian in The Pilgrim’s Progress, pulled out of the Slough of 

Despond after Help hears his cry, Henry’s vastation reads designedly like a narrative of grace. 

Similarly, it may be said that when William recounts his own experience he might have wanted to 

insert an episode of ‘religious melancholia’ that fit the thesis he was developing throughout Varieties 

of Religious Experience about the psychological pattern of conversion experiences. 

Yet, even if we grant full sway to this skepticism and cast doubt upon the evidentiary 

faithfulness of either or both of the accounts, this would not diminish the significance of their 

striking similarities. In fact, raising the possibility that the son may have wanted to copy the father’s 

experience, whether through narration or through some form of unconscious repetition, only brings 

us ever nearer the heart of the matter—namely, that William’s destitution has the most pointed 

significance precisely as a desire to inherit his father’s religious passion through a re-enactment of its 

conditions of emergence. That would in fact align with what we have been uncovering through the 
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analysis of the scene of vastation in terms of the phenomenology of shame and castration. As Joan 

Copjec remarks, shame, like guilt, essentially defines the relation of the subject to his or her inherited 

culture, meaning “all those things—such as family, race, ethnicity, and national identity—we do not 

choose, but which choose us.” Shame and guilt motivate the “way we understand what it means to 

keep faith” with this inheritance. “Faith” here, as will be seen in the case at hand, takes on an almost 

literal sense of the will to believe.  

William, in short, was motivated by his experience of shame in the asylum to understand 

what it was he was acquiring from his father—specifically, the religious views and values that had 

formed much of his education and informed his own worldview. I argue that William James’s 

experience of ‘vastation’ was a subjective destitution that brought him to confront something he 

found shameful and terrifying in relation to his heritage and what seemed to determine his destiny in 

his paternal lineage. If, Henry Sr.’s vastation experience is what ultimately allowed him to break free 

from the orthodox Calvinism of his upbringing by substituting Swedenborgian doctrine, as some 

James family biographers have supposed, then for William, the experience of destitution in the 

asylum was similarly a break and rapproachement between the son and his father.40 William wanted 

to acquire what his father had bequeathed to him and to take it further than his father could have 

done. He wanted to succeed him, not so much out of a sense of indebtedness, nor a competitive 

impulse to demonstrate that he could go further, but out of an experience of shame and humility 

wherein he recognized a common bond with his father, that made him want to retroactively redeem 

his father’s religious path. At a time of mourning and spiritlessness, I want to propose, such 

knowledge may have given William a direction and a sense that he could make a positive 

contribution, to complete the circle of inheritance by giving something back to his forebear. 
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Mourning and Inheriting 

The identification of the son with the father through the repetition of the vastation experience is the 

hinge whereby the son’s philosophical arc revolves into view. If William experienced a paralysis of 

the will when he confronted the “pit of insecurity” of reality, it was no less his experience of that 

void that empowered him, eventually, to venture forth in the direction of unchartered territory to 

find new currents of thought. As is well known, when William recovered from his depression he 

turned not only to religious texts but to the philosopher Charles Renouvier’s idea of free will:  “Our 

first act of freedom, if we are free, ought in all inward propriety to be to affirm that we are free.”41 In 

multiple senses, the will would not only become a central concept of Jamesian psychology and the 

cornerstone of his original contribution to the philosophy of pragmatism, “the will to believe,” but a 

key signifier in his life, inscribed in his very name (he went by “Will” in letters to family and friends). 

It is hardly surprising, then, that James’s “will” would also have an enigmatic relation to inheritance. 

To follow the will of William James is to meet the resolve (Losung) of William’s mourning. 

“All my intellectual life I derive from you,” William wrote in his last letter to his father (Dec. 14th, 

1882) which wouldn’t arrive until the day after the funeral, “and though we have often seemed at 

odds in the expression thereof I’m sure there’s a harmony somewhere, and that our strivings will 

combine.”42 In that same letter, William promised that he would look after his father’s work, editing 

and publishing some of his writings in a collection called The Literary Remains of the Late Henry James 

(1884). The title itself evokes inheritance in the most patent sense: a will that declares itself open to 

whomever may claim it, where the bounty bequeathed is not property or fungible wealth but 

“literary remains.” But like material goods that are perishable and prone to dispersal, or, indeed, like 

physical remains, the testamentary significance of the title exposes the tenuousness of their temporal 
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persistence. The value of the remnant is thus curiously suspended, signifying both what carries on 

‘immortally’ from the past to the future, in the sense of the monument or relic, and what of the 

father still lingers, but is in the process of wearing away. Accenting this evanescence, the “late” 

before the proper name is a punctum that brings forcibly to bear the recent fact of decease, 

foregrounding and dating the mourning that marks its occasion.43 

William’s introduction to the collection is, unsurprisingly perhaps, saturated with evidence of 

mourning. He begins by apologizing and reproaching himself, anticipating the reader’s “deep regret” 

that the collection does not include some of his later works and autobiographical fragments and 

announces that “to atone for the loss” he stitched numerous autobiographical passages from his 

father into the body of the introduction.44 The result is that William’s introduction is a veritable 

manifestation of what psychoanalytic literature describes as “introjection” where, in the early stages 

of grief, various fragments of the life of the departed are shored up against the hole of loss, which is 

felt as a loss of a portion of the survivor’s identity. The living and the dead, for a time, blend into 

each other, while the reminiscences of mourning try to sort things out. The reader finds many long 

passages that, were it not for the appearance of quotation marks at the beginning of the paragraph, 

would make the son almost indistinguishable from the father. 

William struggles to articulate his father’s ideas into an ultimate formula, the “creative 

problem” that he delighted and despaired to repeat, in endless combinations, throughout his life. 

Whenever the eye falls upon one of Mr. James’s pages, — whether it be a letter to a 

newspaper or to a friend, whether it be his earliest or his latest book, — we seem to find him 

saying again and again the same thing; telling us what the true relation is between mankind 

and its Creator. What he had to say on this point was the burden of his whole life, and its 

only burden.45 
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The endlessly repeated problem, in other words, was the problem of paternal inheritance, the father 

as the Creator of the creation that is in His image. The question is about their “true relation,” or, 

how can the creation know itself by derivation from the Creator? The truth of that “true relation,” in 

effect, William tells us, is what made his father suffer, for which he sacrificed all else. But one cannot 

help but feel there is something poignantly sad when William mentions this “only burden” of his 

father’s life. For what he is also saying, in effect, is that his father sacrificed everything for his 

precious truths, as if he were caught up in a snag or deadly circuit from which he could not escape. 

Right up until the end, “when all else had ebbed away” they “were the companions of his 

deathbed.”46 

True to Henry Sr.’s vastation experience, the creative problem concerns the stakes and 

implications of subjective destitution as a passage of inheritance. William aptly refers to this 

conceptual movement as a “Hegelian” idea, that the “elementary and primitive factor in the creative 

problem” is the “negativity and dearth of the creature,” which is encountered by the living creature 

as an “abysmal destitution.” He quotes Henry Sr.’s formulation of this logic of inheritance in The 

Secret of Swedenborg: 

Nothing can be so intensely antagonistic to the conception of a creator as that of a creature. 

To create is one thing; to be created is the total and exact opposite of that thing. For what is 

one’s nature as a creature? It is abject want or destitution. To be created is to be void of all 

things in one’s self, and to possess them only in another; and if I am the creature accordingly 

of an infinite creator, my want of course must be infinite. The nature of a thing is what the 

thing is in itself, and apart from foreign interference. And evidently what the creature is in 

himself, and apart from the creator, is sheer nothingness; that is to say, sheer want or 

destitution,—the destitution of all things, whether of life, of existence, or even of being. So 
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that to give the creature natural form or selfhood, is merely to vivify the infinite void he is in 

himself; is merely to organize in living form the universal destitution he is under with respect 

to the creative fullness.47 

The problematic of infinite grief is evident in this description—the “infinite void” of being is not 

just a logical precondition of becoming, but a kind of destitution that is experienced as a pain 

without respite. The strict opposition of the finite and the infinite creates the sense of an infinite 

debt, regarded as a painful destitution that no merely mortal creature could possibly manage. The 

essential contrast in Henry Sr.’s Swedenborgian metaphysics, then, is the relation between the 

finitude of the creature and its hopeless indebtedness to the infinitude of the Creator, who stands 

apart from him. Insofar as the finite creature is aware of the discrepancy between its own existence 

and that of its creator, which surpasses him completely, the offspring of the creator can only feel 

that he is ‘less than nothing’ and it is this sense of destitution that makes him both grieve and desire 

his missing plenitude. The finite being, upon realizing its essential finitude, succumbs to an 

awareness of its “infinite void” which, as it turns out, is also the realization of the infinite as a 

potentiality. But if the mind of the creature is able to think God as an infinite Being, then how can it 

be that the merely finite creature is really so feeble? Does not the thinker of the infinite already have 

immediate access to the infinite by thinking it? Perhaps it is the concept of God that for Henry was 

itself the deity, which is to say, the “vivification” of the void with the life of the mind that desires to 

create something beyond the circle of established creation. The creature wants to succeed the father 

and make a new creation. But something holds him back, a sense of indebtedness, or a lack of full 

conviction, perhaps, that such novelty is really permissible. For what effectively happens when the 

creature succeeds the creator is that the latter ceases to be the creator—the father is no longer the 

father…Perhaps he no longer exists. 

190 

https://fullness.47


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The point is particularly poignant when William considers the vexed way that his father tried 

to account for the “tragic evolution of the selfhood, ‘a limitation upon human life which on its face 

is one of inconceivable malignity,’” where the problem of the created mortal, at least at first, is that it 

cannot get beyond the imposed restraint that the Creator has bestowed upon him, since “by the very 

nature of the case, the sphere of its evolution is restricted to the limits of the created 

consciousness.”48 What it inherits, in short, is a restriction upon its possible reality— a restriction 

that, identified with its finitude as an existential limitation, therefore leads to the sense that the self is 

derived in an essential way. The only way out of this existential stricture is if the created being 

succumbs to an annihilating passage, a symbolic death, before it can become possible to surpass this 

restriction on its creative power and achieve enlightenment in the “kingdom of heaven.” But this 

second movement was the most belabored and difficult point for Henry Sr., as William  states “once 

for all, that the kingdom of heaven postulated in this deep and simple way […] remained to the end 

a mere postulate or programme in my father’s pages, and never received at his hands any concrete 

filling out.”49 So the father’s concept remained stalled at the stage of a creation that was never 

realized. 

William, who took issue with the loftiness of contemporary “hegelism” and often warred 

with the monistic conceptions of the St. Louis Hegelians, was ambivalent about the abstract 

“fullness” of his father’s conception, both in its negative and positive aspects.50 James’s later 

pluralism may be seen in a way as a departure from the rigidity of his studies of his father’s 

theological writings in this respect.51 There was something cruel about the myopic starkness of 

Senior’s theological conception, as William once admitted: “You live in such mental isolation that I 

cannot help often feeling bitterly at the thought that you must see in even our own children 

strangers to what you consider the best part of yourself.”52 In fact, there was an almost Parmenidean 

abstraction in Henry Sr.’s conception of God, where the perfection of unadulterated Being leaves no 

191 

https://respect.51
https://aspects.50


 

  

  

 

 

 

room for changeable mortal existence, to the extreme point that reality itself appears to be no more 

than a “magic lantern picture projected on the dark inane.”53 Nothing could be further from 

William’s own Heraclitean empirical conception that the self and reality are constantly in the process 

of becoming, that the “stream of thought” is never the same stream, wherever one may step in it. As 

Robert Richardson observes, Henry Sr. believed that only an allegorical rendering of facts was 

legitimate, supporting a closed worldview where everything is taken to be the sign of a higher order, 

whereas for his son the complexity of reality was irreducibly open-ended. 

William’s most vexing and ultimately decisive departure from his father would come, 

however, in the course of grappling with the determinism of Senior’s conception. In the fall of 1867, 

at the beginning of his depressive period that culminated in his hospitalization, William had engaged 

intensely and often contentiously with his father’s work in a heated correspondence with him. In the 

course of the debate, after complaining of the abstractions and the coldness of Henry’s conceptions, 

grappling and confessedly failing to comprehend Swedenborg’s “physics of creation,” feeling 

humiliated that his own position was inadequate and threadbare compared to his father’s, William at 

last gets to the crux of it: As optimistic and beneficent as it seemed at first glance, Henry Sr.’s 

theology was actually impersonal and estranging. It put the Creator at too great of a distance from 

the creation and set up the latter with free will only to cruelly snap it away at the last moment. The 

point had ethical weight for William. He simply could not accept the thought that a divine 

providence that permanently prevented man from facing the full consequences of his freedom was a 

humane conception. By contrast, William declared that he was committed to a view that expressed 

“perhaps an atheistic tendency, more than any, for sympathy is now so much developed in the 

human breast, that misery and undeveloped-ness would all the more powerfully call for correction 

when coupled with the thought, that from nowhere else than from us could correction possibly 

come, that we ourselves must be our own providence.”54 By doing without the assurance of a 
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beneficent deity, in other words, we confront our abject Hilflosigkeit and realize that the only help 

that can be given anyone is through our own acts of humanity. Having had a similarly harrowing 

experience to his father’s vastation and then having searched within his father’s belief system for 

what sustained his recovery, William had discovered the difference between them and made that 

disparity the basis for a new departure. 

Freeing the Will 

James’s remark that we must be ‘our own providence’ represents his own twist on his father’s 

doctrine of creative inheritance. That is, although William was decidedly against determinism, one of 

the most salient and unique features of his philosophy is that it did not reject the idea that there is a 

kind of providence that comes about through a creative act of human volition. In “The Dilemma of 

Determinism” (1884), he begins to account for his own doctrine of the will, which is opposed to 

determinism and “free will” alike. At the outset of the essay, in fact, James states that he wishes to 

get rid of the word “freedom,” preferring instead the idea of “chance.”55 Freedom is not radical 

enough because it hints at “eulogistic associations” whereby even the most hardline determinists can 

say that “bondage to the highest is identical with true freedom” because they understand freedom to 

mean necessity. By accepting that chance is irreducible, on the other hand, we expose ourselves to 

the fact that there is never a final guarantee of necessity such that it morally vindicates us. In the 

end, we have no alibi; it is possible to make mistakes and to have regrets that cannot be absolved by 

subsequent actions. 

At first, this notion seems to be simply antithetical to any possible notion of providence (or 

inheritance insofar as it involves a deterministic hypothesis). Nonetheless, by fully accepting the 

reality that chance governs the universe and that, exposed to bare contingency, we realize we have 
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no choice but to make choices without being fully aware of all of their consequences and 

implications, a larger pattern nonetheless comes into view upon reflection. In this sense, James 

counter-intuitively asserts that belief in free-will need not be incompatible with Providence, 

provided that what is meant by this is that the will is opened to the world of virtualities as well as 

actualities, where reality includes not merely facts but possible truths, and where the will itself, in 

‘zigzagging’ amongst its various options, determines prospectively what options become available 

and retrospectively the pattern of their tendency.  

As an analogy, he invites us to envision a cosmic chess match between an amateur and a 

seasoned master. The master doesn’t necessarily know all the moves of the novice in advance and do 

can’t predict the exact movements of the game. But, having played and studied so many games in 

the past, the master is aware of the broader field of possible moves and how to counter each one. 

Assuming that novice is a finite free agent the master is the universe itself, full of infinite possibilities, 

then there is no need for the expert player to plot out all the moves in advance. Rather, he may 

decide to lead things to a certain end eventually, but at each moment decide based on the overall 

outlay of the board, historical situation, etc. Some of the details of the broader scheme would thus 

be left wholly over to chance while others would be determined as strategic responses. At any time 

of the game, his view of the world “would be a view partly of facts and partly of possibilities, exactly 

as ours is now.”56 James’s conclusion is that indeterminism, which supposes a view of the universe 

as “a plurality of semi-independent forces,” is an advance on any determinism and accommodates a 

broader range of possibility.57 James lays down his cards: “Chance” is another name for pluralism, a 

sense of things where the universe is full of partes-extra-partes, parts that affect other parts but without 

a possible vantage that would allow any observer privileged access to the whole as a single, 

continuous conception. 
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On the one hand, this means that no philosophy in a systematic sense will succeed in 

reducing existence to a simple, intelligible mechanism. But on the other hand, this also means that 

each one of our “moves” affects more “parts” of the grand scheme than we are aware. The fact that 

each decision has more consequences than we can conceive of at any given time means that certain 

threads of reality are more likely to play out according to a scheme of tendentiousness that can, in 

principle, be retrospectively traced at any given moment. Each single decision that we make 

produces a pattern that fits it to a larger scheme whereupon we become exposed to further decisions 

deeper into the game. In that respect, it is the will of the one who decides in which resides the 

deeper structure of a larger providence. In each individual will can be discerned a web of 

connections to both facts and possibilities that realize themselves, however awry or “zigzag,” as a 

course of destiny.58 The will of the finite agent who plots his course from one decision to the next is 

in the active process of creating “his own providence.”  

Yet in the course of James’s argument, there is one interesting anomaly. There might yet 

exist a “chance” whose consequence would lead to a monistic or fatalistic outcome— the possibility 

of succumbing to an infinite grief. For James, every version of determinism hits a snag when it 

encounters the problem of whether the existence of evil should be regretted. James scorned the view 

of the optimistic determinists that believe that evil is necessary in the ‘grand scheme of things’ so 

that there may be a higher good.59 According to this view (whose adherents today would include a 

certain strata of “pragmatic” or “realist” politicians) sometimes it will be necessary to commit an evil 

deed, if it means a higher good may result or a greater evil may be averted. Such doctrines do not 

count any regret as meaningful, because there is nothing to regret—the ‘good’ of the end justifies 

the evil of the means. The ultimate good, for these optimists, is the precise state of affairs that 

represents the norm. But it could just as well be said that, in this view, no good is possible except the 

dubious banality, satirized by Voltaire, that ours is the best of all possible worlds. Such a conception, 
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James suggests, is not only ignorant of evil, but evil in its own right. It vindicates evil by assuring it 

of its destined place within the order of things. 

Then, there is the pessimistic form of determinism, which does take regret seriously but 

because it subscribes to an entirely deterministic view of things, has to take all existence as 

regrettable and to see human existence as essentially evil. This point of view in fact resembles the 

tragic perspective of the “sick souls” in James’s Varieties of Religious Experience—the universe is seen 

as a grand scheme leading to an essential flaw that either requires a forgiving God to finally redeem 

the mistake or else casts it permanently into the abjection of sorrow. Though morally preferable to 

the knavery of the optimistic determinism (at least evil is admitted), the pessimistic form is not much 

better, since any avenue of progress or improvement is foreclosed from the beginning. Moreover, it 

is potentially irresponsible in a way that returns us to William’s rejection of Henry Sr.’s providential 

view of creation. To view existence as doomed to regret is to regret in advance of any decision that 

might lead to a better outcome, let alone consolation for human tragedy. Consequently, for James, 

“chance,” hated though the word may be for many philosophers, is nonetheless the only conception 

of reality where a genuine ethics is viable. He arrives at the point, finally, in a personal sense: 

I cannot understand the willingness to act, no matter how we feel, without the belief that 

acts are really good and really bad. I cannot understand the belief that an act is bad without 

regret at its happening. I cannot understand regret without the admission of real, genuine 

possibilities in the world. Only then is it other than a mockery to feel, after we have failed to 

do our best, that an irreparable opportunity is gone from the universe, the loss of which it 

must forever mourn. 60 

Unlike the view of pessimistic determinists, for whom one always already misses their chance, the 

idea of regret, that for James holds full reality, is the regret of one who fails after a squandered effort. 

For the deterministic view, there never was a chance to begin with, so there is no real need for regret. 
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True, one may adopt the attitude of regret by first assuming the state of affairs where the worst was 

bound to happen, but this is what James calls a “mockery.” It is both cruel and a farce to pretend, in 

advance of its occurrence, that the results of one’s efforts will necessarily end in grief. Rather, one 

has one’s chance first. To have one’s chance and then to lose it through the failure to effectively seize one’s fate— 

this, for James, is the kind of condition that may give rise to an infinite grief. 

In other words, it is only by opposing the hypothetical infinite grief of a prospective regret, 

where determinism would have it that we are doomed to fail, that one is able to realize the actual 

stakes of irreversible loss. What this latter grief consists in is nothing that could be planned in 

advance, but an irreducible chance that, having been missed, creates an irreparable hole. After 

missing one’s chance at a better life, one may justifiably regret the mistakes that led to that failure 

and the shape of that irreparable opportunity will stand forever afterward as a permanent loss. 

Although harsh sounding, the formulation does not actually mean that the infinite grief relegates all 

of life into the pit of despair or melancholy. To the contrary, it historicizes the site of loss to a 

specific wound, where the subject learns a valuable lesson that will ever remain. At the place where a 

real loss has been experienced, there is the opening of a site of haunting where the specter of the 

regret from the missed chance continues to influence reality indefinitely afterward. 

Inventing New Truths 

As we have seen, William encountered the possibility of infinite grief when he succumbed to his 

own ‘vastation’ in the asylum. That experience, provoked by mourning, and inflected with uncanny 

resemblances to his father’s narrative of religious conversion, set him on the path to articulating a 

philosophy. First in act, then later in thought, the son recapitulated the father, but with the 

difference that the son beheld a pit of insecurity and rogue chance where his father only saw the 
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glimmer of an external divinity and the promise of Providence. William would not ultimately need to 

take refuge in such graces. He would take his chances with the real as a precarious existence, while 

also acknowledging the place of belief as crucial to the link between speculation and act. Going 

further than his father, William was able to seize the emancipatory dimension of this insight— that 

the frame of destiny implied by a Creator exists but without the necessary existence of a Creator, 

therefore each person is free to author his own destiny in the face of the precariousness of existence, 

knowing that every act of his goes further down the line of one’s intended path than he consciously 

realizes. 

Having become convinced of this, however, he had to confront an ethical dilemma. Was it right to 

believe just to cover up the “pit of insecurity” of existence, or could there be a way to bear the 

unbearable without the need to resort to ideological illusion? 

The matter was complicated especially because his psychological studies made plain that 

belief was something that operates at a less-than-conscious level of awareness, specifically as a guide 

to ultimate action. As such, it could not be easily dispensed with. It seemed to him that experience 

possessed a power of revelation that, transmitted through the will, could allow an individual to 

consummate destiny: “there is a push, an urgency, within our experience, against which we are on 

the whole powerless, and which drives us in a direction that is the destiny of our belief.”61 In the 

“Will to Believe” (1896), he would call such urgency the principle of a belief’s “aliveness,” by which 

he meant not only its relevance for living people but a live wire, a powerful electric current that 

makes a belief galvanizing, as when Napolean said that in order to convince someone to lay down 

his life, “you must speak to the soul in order to electrify him.” William had inherited from his father 

the idea that a powerful current of belief, particularly when it originated in an experience of 

helplessness and destitution, could lead someone along a path to a destiny that might turn out to be 

something wholly other that what he initially imagined. For James, belief sets up shop in the will and, 
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following its tendency, seizes upon chances and pathways in pursuit of an aim of which it is only 

partially aware. Belief leads with the will, we might say, which is not to say that belief is merely the 

will’s expression, but that the will is what comes forth from belief as the invention of an essential 

novelty, a new truth. 

For Henri Bergson, this was the most important lesson of William James’s philosophy.  He 

said that he could sum up “all that is essential in the pragmatic conception of truth” in the formula: 

“While for other doctrines a new truth is a discovery, for pragmatism it is an invention.”62 The implications of 

Bergson’s statement are therefore profound: If discovered truths presuppose an order of reality that 

is already established that the new truth illuminates then James invents a truth that adds something 

that never existed, thereby changing reality. There was an audacity in James’s philosophy that 

forcibly uprooted the demiurge of the philosopher’s quest toward truth. Modern philosophers had 

succeeded in bringing “truth from heaven down to earth” but, Bergson explains, they still saw in it 

“something which is pre-existent to our affirmations.”63 Even Kant, for whom no objective fact 

exists independently of the mind capable of its apprehension, supposed an order of truths that had 

to pre-exist the activity of the thinker. Consequently, granted the a priori organization of experience 

by thought, “all the work of science consists, so to speak, in piercing the resisting envelope of the 

facts inside which the truth is lodged, like a nut in its shell.”64 Such a conception of established and 

discoverable truths is attractive to our schematic desire to comprehend reality according to a logical 

outline that, if it were actually true, would give us more control over things than we really possess. 

But, for James, reality is far more messy and resistant to synthesis. He confronted the discontinuous 

flows of experience itself, whereupon no anchor point was ever entirely fixed, not even the sanctity 

of the self as an observer. Rather, as “[r]eality flows[…] we flow with it; and we call true any 

affirmation which, in guiding us toward moving reality, gives us a grip upon it and places us under 

more favorable conditions for acting.”65 Implied in this idea of a “grip” upon reality, is a concept 
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that, especially given the word’s derivation from Latin capere (take, seize or capture) as well as the 

sense of the act of birth (as in “to conceive”), is simultaneously an act of invention and discovery. If, 

as Alexander Kojeve famously remarked, “philosophy” names the desire for truth (philo + sophia) 

that accordingly chases after what it cannot possess, then James’s doctrine implied that he not only 

desired to possess the truth but wanted, in a sense, to become the truth, by conceiving it directly.66 

How to make sense of truth as both an invention and something that one can become? 

Etymologically, “invention” refers simultaneously to a finding, a discovery, and even a miraculous 

vision. In the earliest usage, “invention” is “the action of coming upon or finding; the action of 

finding out; discovery (whether accidental, or the result of search and effort).”67 As an instance, 

there is the legend of St. Helena as reported in The Golden Legend of Jacobus de Voragine: Helena, 

Emperor Constantine’s mother, had an “invention” of the secret location of the True Cross where 

Christ was buried and, after learning of this vision and sending his mother to its location, 

Constantine himself had a later vision, or invention, where the Cross appeared in the sky over 

Milvian Bridge, intimating that he would meet with success if he invaded.68 The first empire of 

Christendom therefore owed its existence to the invention of a truth that was simultaneously the 

discovery of a forgotten place of burial and an ‘inherited’ transmission from mother to son. Of 

course, the imperial implication of the invention also foregrounds the force of invention, as in 

Columbus’s invention (as opposed to discovery) of America, where the act that follows upon the 

will to perceive reality leads to a certain conquest and violent displacement of the given order of 

things. 

How, then, to situate this violent invented truth that is simultaneously a discovery and a 

premonitory vision, hence more than a discovery — something that interfaces between the 

perception of revealed existence and the will of the inventor? Bergson characterizes James’s concept 

of truth as “a path traced through reality” which is to say that truths do refer to realities, but also 
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that they only refer to that part of a reality that can be articulated and known. Truths of the first 

order are truths of a momentous sort, such as the ones James analyzed in religious episodes, the 

intensity of which carries someone like an electric current through other episodes and incidents. 

They are pathways, circuits of experience, that coincide with the terrain but they also provide a 

direction according to the way one’s attention is oriented and so there are some paths that would 

have taken us in an entirely different direction had we chosen to follow them instead. The path of an 

invented truth therefore consists in diverting the movement in what would otherwise merely retrace 

the furrows of a preexistent reality through a sudden diversion or divagation onto an unexpected 

other path, following a different current. Beliefs make themselves known through these divagations, 

which are not so much selected through deliberate cognition as they are “felt and experienced before 

being thought.”69 

In order for a truth to be invented, then, it must first be discovered as a particular pathway 

available within reality, as a kind of tendency that thought presupposes even when it is not 

articulated. There is, therefore, a discoverable order of reality that pre-exists the invention, but the 

act of discovery is disingenuous if it doesn’t recognize in the very moment of apprehension the 

irreducible element implicit in the delight or horror of the revelation, that is, in that aspect of 

discovery that includes the subjectivity of the discoverer. When James stared into the eyes of the 

green-skinned idiot and saw something of himself there, the shock of that revelation was no mere 

objective fact. Neither was it merely one vagary of thought among others; there was something both 

subjective and objective at issue, for which “invention” in the old etymological sense as 

simultaneous finding, discovery, and hallucinatory vision is as apt a description as any. 

Over a decade before “The Will to Believe,” James had pursued the idea that belief was 

something whose ultimate provenance had to be situated between habit-memory and action. Some 

of his earliest forays in the direction of what would later form the focal point of his studies of 
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religion and practical philosophy emerged from his psychology and physiology seminars at Harvard. 

As if to emphasize the momentousness of this particular area of study, he published “The 

Psychology of Belief” (1888), as a separate article in the philosophy journal Mind a year in advance of 

The Principles of Psychology, where the piece was renamed “The Perception of Reality.” There, as even 

this slight modification in the title of the piece emphasizes, James defined belief audaciously as the 

mental function of affirming reality, rooted in “a sort of feeling, more allied to the emotions than 

anything else.”70 Instead of thinking of belief as rooted in reason or imagination, where it could be 

detached from practical reality, James instead situated it as always preparatory of physical action and 

the maintenance of habits. In this perspective, James argues, belief has to be taken in the widest 

sense as including not only religious passion but consent in the most banal sense, where it is 

“recognized by all to be a manifestation of our active nature.”71 As in the legal definition, such 

consent is always active and deliberate on the part of the consenter.72 But James gives things a turn 

by the implication that it is not merely the request of another that one consents to, but the 

perception of reality to which one must give active or willing consent, although the source of this 

willingness is not necessarily conscious. 

The paradoxical phenomenon of non-conscious voluntary consent is something one might 

expect to see in experiences of mesmerism or spirit trances. Yet for James, such was the peculiarity 

of the will at its purest.73 At the most basic, physiological level, the operation of the will is actually 

involuntary. In physical reflexes, one moves without thinking, acts instantaneously without recourse 

to any particular idea. But when we instinctively pull our hand away from an open flame, for 

example, it is not always in direct reaction to pain. We may just as well anticipate pain on the basis of 

our memory of past experiences where acting in a different way produced an undesirable result and 

then, without consciously thinking of it, react just as if the pain were experienced anew. At the most 

basic level, the will consists of such “a supply of ideas of the various movements that are possible 
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left in the memory by experiences of their involuntary performance” which, in turn are the 

precursors and model for “voluntary life.”74 Upon introspection, only the past sensorial 

consequences of actions and, occasionally, the “fiat, the element of consent or resolve that the act 

shall ensue” is what preexists the voluntary action of the will.75 At the other end of the spectrum, the 

loftiest beliefs are rooted in the sensations of the body: “The surest warrant for immortality is the 

yearning of our bowels for our dear ones; for God, the sinking sense it gives us to imagine no such 

Providence or help. So of our political and pecuniary hopes and fears, and things and persons 

dreaded and desired.”76 At the basis of beliefs are hopes and fears, pleasures and pains; in short, 

sensations of the body. The will conveys such sensations into motor responses that adjust to the 

stimulus and contract habits of mobility. 

For James, as for many 19th century psychologists and physiologists, the widest variety of 

emotional states could be described as on a continuum with physical movements and reflexes. 

Wilhelm Wundt, for instance, tried to trace virtually all forms of ideation to the most infinitesimal 

movements of the motor nerves according to the variability of an efferent flow of excitation called 

“feelings of innervation” (Innervations-gefühl).77 James, however, was skeptical that such exclusively 

outward directed nerve currents were sufficient to account for the complexity of mental phenomena, 

criticizing such ideas for imputing an infinitesimal degree of sentience to insentient motor discharges. 

Rather, James foregrounded the role of the peripheral nerves, where perception and memory 

operate at the level of tactile sensation as a kind of feedback loop.78 This was less deterministic, 

providing more room for a conception where a complex of sensations and ideas could originate at 

either end of the sensori-motor apparatus (i.e. according to both afferent and efferent nerve 

processes). Or, more to the point, it made physiology more modest by focusing on the way it could 

emphasize the descriptive, observational elements of the link between body and mind, rather than 

supposing a univocal theory of origin.   
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James’s studies of physiology and psychology convinced him of the brain’s fundamental 

openness to new experiences. He originated the idea of neuroplasticity as the capacity of the brain to 

change its own structure in order to create a new set of habits. Again, this idea had a physical basis: 

When a change of any sort takes place in living tissue, “the material in question opposes a certain 

resistance to the modifying cause, which it takes time to overcome, but the gradual yielding whereof 

often saves the material from being disintegrated altogether,” following which “the same inertia 

becomes a condition of its comparative permanence in the new form.”79 Just as the invention of new 

truth, in Bergson’s sense, lays down pathways in the mind that divert the course of previously 

discovered reality according to the electric current of belief, so does habit “due to the plasticity of 

materials to outward agents” yield to the “infinitely attenuated currents that pour in through [the 

sensory nerve-roots, to which] the hemispheric cortex shows itself to be so peculiarly susceptible.”80 

Such a model was more sophisticated than the reflex arc and involved more give and take: “The 

currents, once in, must find a way out. In getting out they leave their traces in the paths which they 

take. They only thing they can do, in short, is to deepen old paths or to make new ones.”81 If the 

reflex model implied a theory of belief that made even “spontaneous” gestures of assent seem 

governed by mechanical principles, James’s notions of plasticity re-introduced the complexity of an 

agency that could operate against the tendency of its own automatism. If the mind retraces old 

patterns with each iteration of habit, it was nonetheless always free to disrupt old habits or contract 

new ones. Belief, then, becomes the site where agency is decided, eliciting both emotional and 

reasonable influences for the purpose of acting upon reality. 

Rather than to assume that just physical sensations give rise to higher-level thought 

processes, in other words, the reverse could also be true. The perception of reality affects the 

condition of the body through constant adjustment. But this also meant that one’s capacity to act is 

directly implicated in one’s sense of reality’s authentication. In the chapter on “Will” in the 

204 



  

 

Psychology, he describes states where the perception of reality coincides with various instances of 

obstruction of the will.82 From incidental lapses of attention, moments of ‘spacing out,’ to the most 

profound states of apathy and fatigue, these conditions have in common a certain inhibition of the 

will.  They are states of mind where objects are present but lack efficacy. If belief is an expression of 

the will, in other words, then it should be no surprise that a blocked will makes emerge the figures of 

the “sick soul”: Inattentiveness, apathy, fatigue, and lethargy are placed alongside each other, and all 

of these states are inflected with a description of profound melancholy, where objects are present to 

the mind of the subject but he fails to act upon any of them or to feel any motivation to do so. Just 

as the “Sick Soul” chapter of Varieties of Religious Experience compares episodes of spiritual and 

religious destitution to states of mental illness, so does the “Will” chapter of James’s Principles of 

Psychology refer to moral and religious experience. Reminding the reader that the “sentiment of reality 

with which an object appeal[s] to the mind is proportionate […] to its efficacy as a stimulus to the 

will,” he follows, with hardly a beat, to pronounce such instances of obstructed will as “the moral 

tragedy of human life.”83 

Those ideas, objects, considerations, which (in these lethargic states) fail to get to the will, fail 

to draw blood, seem, in so far forth, distant and unreal. The connection of the reality of 

things with their effectiveness as motives is a tale that has never yet been fully told. The 

moral tragedy of human life comes almost wholly from the fact that the link is ruptured 

which normally should hold between vision of the truth and action, and that this pungent 

sense of effective reality will not attach to certain ideas. 

Given this emphasis on the efficacy of the perceptual, on the idea that the perception of reality 

depends directly upon the will, it’s no wonder that James experienced a crisis when he felt he could 

no longer act toward a larger purpose, when his will had lost its sense of direction. Just such an 

experience had been his breakdown in the early 1870s and it was, no less, his consent to the idea that 
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“my first act of free will shall be to believe in free will” that had helped reconnoiter his body in a 

disposition toward recovery. 

As can be seen, then, even in his Psychology textbook James was interested in the ethical and 

aesthetic dimensions of belief. In fact, although he frequently made overtures designed to bracket 

off his empirical studies from metaphysical, intuitive, or even literary descriptive claims, James 

distinguished himself from most other intellectuals of his time in that he refused to dispense with a 

multifaceted, cross-disciplinary approach to subjectivity. Even in his technical discussions of 

physiology, a different order of causality emerges that consists of an autochthonous symbolic logic 

rather than an empirical construction. This picture of things begins to come into view when we take 

a step back and look at the general conception of his physiological theory, and we see it as a 

structure that encloses the volitional within a tendentious circuit or pathway, such as Bergson 

described. Then, if we discard the necessity to emphasize the origin of certain thought processes or 

sensations and instead look at what the ‘circuit’ signifies as a symbolic pattern, we find, again and again 

in James’s writing, a repeated narrative where certain experiences of destitution, melancholy, and 

grief motivate a kind of centripetal movement of the will — a “push” to belief — not so much the 

belief in something but belief as a will that retroactively causes itself to come into existence as a causa 

sui invention. 

At the culmination of his psychological and religious studies connecting reality to volition, 

William James wrote the “Will to Believe,” a lecture in defense of adopting a “believing attitude” 

even when the available knowledge doesn’t fully endorse it.84 The occasion for the piece was a 

response to controversies surrounding English mathematician and philosopher W. K. Clifford’s 

strongly stated position in “Ethics of Belief,” that belief is not only insufficient but irresponsible in 

any case where it is not founded on conclusive empirical evidence and that it is the duty of every 

would-be believer to get to the bottom of any matter of truth thoroughly before assenting to its 
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reality.85 To make his point, Clifford used the example of a shipowner who knows his vessel is not 

seaworthy but nonetheless sends a ship full of emigrants off to their doom because he erroneously 

trusts that Providence would seem them through. Clifford, the survivor of a catastrophic shipwreck 

in real life, had good reason to condemn such cases, and he felt that where the beliefs of a person 

are tinged with even the slightest doubt, the only correct thing to do is to gather all the facts and 

decide on the basis of conclusive evidence. But he went further still, claiming that even in cases 

where something turns out to be true, it is still unethical to believe in it if the conclusion had not 

been arrived at through rigorous inquiry and complete evidentiary support. Regardless of the truth-

value of a proposition, then, evidence needed to be present. He stated his position in the most 

vigorous of terms: “It is wrong always, anywhere and for anyone to believe anything upon 

insufficient evidence.”86 

Though agreeable in a more moderated light, James thought that, on the whole, Clifford’s 

position was disingenuous. From a practical standpoint, how could such a position be tenable? To 

assume that “intellectual insight” was all that would remain after eliminating the tendencies of the 

mind that were guided by the influence of desire and will was to “fly quite as directly into the teeth 

of the facts.”87 Although he wanted to keep the course of his argument firmly within the straits of 

philosophical discourse, James couldn’t help but refer to the “facts” of psychology. From what he 

had studied and observed throughout his career it was impossible for James to accept the view that 

the evidentiary, in and of itself, objective and apart from any act on the part of the knowing subject 

has any effect upon the mind. The subjective disposition of the one who knows, including “such 

factors of belief as fear and hope, prejudice and passion, imitation and partisanship, the 

circumpressure of our caste and set” have inextricable effects upon the way knowledge is interpreted, 

understood, and even, in a dispositional sense, prior to any activity of comprehension, how reality is 

perceived.88 Louis Althusser’s notion of ideological interpellation is not so far from this idea, where 
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beliefs can be seen as rooted in “spontaneous” convictions that effectively devolve from a 

perception of reality that is informed by class interests and unconscious fantasies.89 But for James, 

the fact that belief sets its roots down so thoroughly within the subject’s world is not necessarily a 

problem in and of itself. The pragmatic question would be, not what one believes but why, what are 

the motives and interests, the truth values involved in the belief? Knowing the motives behind an 

act helps us to judge its ethical value. But it would be preposterous to assume that the fact of having 

a motive is itself unethical. Likewise, for James, the fact of adopting a believing attitude is not a 

sufficient ground for condemnation. 

For James, “truth” matters or has value primarily as a leading tendency toward action; a 

principle of volition that exists well before it has been thoroughly worked through the details of its 

support in factual reality. That doesn’t mean that evidence is beside the point. What evidence can do 

is to contradict that principle of belief (often painfully) and in the process of inflicting doubt or 

disbelief, the will seeks to abandon it by removing its attachments. It is in this respect that we can 

see the impact of what we have been tracking in the foregoing — subjective destitution, mourning, 

and inheriting — as having a decisive quality in regard to the volition of the believer. Just as, for 

Freud, the process of mourning consists in the painful piecemeal removal of all the subject’s 

attachments to a given reality for the sake of liberating the capacity to forge a new social bond, so 

too does the process of relinquishing a belief that has been disproven result in the renewal of the 

will’s capacity to find new truths.  James asserts: “It is only our already dead hypotheses that our 

willing nature is unable to bring to life again. But what has made them dead for us is for the most 

part a previous action of our willing nature of an antagonistic kind.”90 

In calling the basic premise of a defeated or disproven belief “dead,” James implies that an 

abstraction has a kind of “life” insofar as the will engages it and acts upon it. This logic is 

continuous with Freud’s assertion, in “Mourning and Melancholia” that “Mourning is regularly the 
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reaction to the loss of a loved person, or to the loss of some abstraction which has taken the place of one, 

such as one’s country, liberty, an ideal, and so on.”91 The analogy, in other words, may be more than 

a figural one. Whenever one loses faith in a premise, especially one as big or important as a religious 

idea, a reaction of mourning regularly occurs. What James’ argument shows is that the mental 

process of accepting that a previously accepted belief can, through a process of being disproven, 

lead to emotional and even physiological changes that are precisely parallel to a state of bereavement. 

Moreover, the desire that detaches from one belief and seeks another, especially when there is not 

immediately another belief to take its place, not only suffers the pain of the loss of the antecedent 

faith as of the loss of a loved one, but also tends toward a new belief with the same kind of longing 

in which one either wishes to make the dead live again (if one attempts to revive an aborted belief) 

or else strives to make a new life, if one is willing to believe something new. 

James thus foregrounds the desire for truth as the primary element in deciding the ethics of 

belief. “We want to have a truth,” James asserts, with an ardor that is hard to deny, “we want to 

believe that our experiments and studies and discussions must put us in a continually better and 

better position towards it; and on this line we agree to fight out our thinking lives.”92 James’s 

assertion bears witness to the spark of desire for a truth that can only come from an experience that 

motivates inquiry. As such, it is the reverse of the evidentiary position of Clifford, which posits that 

evidence is what makes for belief. The problem with Clifford’s view is that it ignores the ardor of 

truth, the passion that motivates the inquiry. 

But suppose that whatever one believes is disproven in the course of the inquiry that one 

was motivated to do on the basis of belief as a predisposition to knowing? What if, in other words, I 

find out something that I didn’t actually want to know and in the process end up losing the faith that 

motivated me in the direction of the inquiry? Why would motivate me to continue to learn, to go 

further along the path to knowledge if the path had only led me to ruin? Moreover, what can sustain 
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the desire to know even where it is inconvenient to what I believe and prevent belief from becoming 

unethical? James’s solution to this sort of dilemma is singular. He asserts that there can be a kind of 

belief that, rather than supposing an object extrinsic to it, can in fact be a self-sustaining belief. His 

thesis, then, is the following: 

Our passional nature not only lawfully may, but must, decide an option between propositions, whenever it is a 

genuine option that cannot by its nature be decided on intellectual grounds; for to say, under such 

circumstances, “Do not decide, but leave the question open,” is itself a passional decision,—just like deciding 

yes or no,—and is attended with the same risk of losing the truth.93 

The speculative principle of belief that James here advances goes beyond religion. Given that James 

had already become convinced that belief is nothing other than the guiding tendency of the will, we 

should thus understand what James is saying here in an atheist or agnostic mode. It is not about 

God, but actually is a defense of belief in any ideological formation as a direction in which the will or 

commitment of the believer must be taken, because there is no option not to adopt a believing 

attitude in matters of action (reality forces us to accept, at all turns, a direction in which to exert 

ourselves). 

At the same time, in responding to the provocation by Clifford’s essay that beliefs without 

evidence are unethical, James here names the desire of evidentiary thinkers like Clifford that would 

take the principle of finding sufficient evidentiary support for a proposition to be a particular 

disposition of the will. The proposition “Do not decide, but leave the question open” is something 

that, even in Clifford’s case, could be called a belief, adopted as an ethical principle of conduct. If 

one refrains from immediately deciding whether a belief is true or false, one may then conduct an 

inquiry and decide, effectively, to be open to changing one’s belief on the basis of the evidence 

presented. 
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James himself is not so far from this kind of belief himself, insofar as his radical empiricism 

and indeterminism, his belief in chance, was also affirmed as a certain suspension of programmatic 

action. But another thing that is attractive about James’s thesis is that it holds open, prior to acting, a 

contemplative alternative to the scheme of possibilities to which we would otherwise tend. Like 

Coleridge’s notion that literary artists should strive to enact a “willing suspension of disbelief” that 

would allow reader to envision another world than our own, James’s notion here of the willing 

suspension of belief opens up a creative space of thought that favors contemplation not as an 

alternative to action, but as an action in its own right.94 To contemplate, in this sense, is to invent 

another possibility where, perhaps, one had previously thought there were no other options. It is to 

give thought a chance, holding out for a new belief that wouldn’t just elaborate a previous order of 

things but would disengage from the structure of the antecedent and forge a new path. Through the 

subjective destitution of infinite grief and against the perpetuation of its purposelessness, yet without 

relying on the derived or established forms of the past, James inherited his father’s passion in his 

own will to solve the creative problem, to invent new truths.  
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Conclusion: To Succeed in Mourning… Or Die Trying 

Common sense, backed by a very long intellectual and spiritual tradition, maybe the oldest in the 

West, would have it that death is the greatest success possible. After all, if there is one monumentally 

significant task at which we can all be sure to succeed, it is death. I might fail at love, at my career, I 

might struggle and fall when it came time to stand for what I knew to be right, I might know 

persecution, poverty, dishonor, tragedy, and bad luck all my life … but when I die, I triumph. It 

makes sense: mortality is no mean accomplishment and certainly is not easy. Even for those who 

claim that it is “nothing” or leads to no sequel, there is no denying death’s flawlessness, either in 

point of execution or in form.  But to declare oneself, and everyone, universally, eternally, infinitely 

successful in death what does this actually mean? 

In actuality, it runs contrary to religious premises. It doesn’t really gel with the fantasy of the 

afterlife, at least not the orthodox version of it that Phelps unraveled — a structure of endless 

mourning or finitude that seeks to convert loss into wish fulfillment through the function of 

sacrifice. The reason this conception doesn’t amount to a successful death is that it presupposes that 

the wish for success is there precisely to compensate for life’s constitutive incompleteness or failure-

to-cohere. In other words, infinite grief as the preconceived failure of all possible existence makes 

death both necessary and transcendent, as a fantasy space that would put a stop to what is otherwise 

an agonizing stream of anarchic, excessive enjoyment—or, put another way, of a potential that is 

noneconomic and wasteful. The advertised “success” of death is therefore just the success of a 

negative perfection, a successful failure— just the reiteration of finitude as an insuperable absolute. 

If death were really believed to constitute perfect success, the martyr myth would fall apart: One does 

not make of oneself a mortal sacrifice if death itself obviates the necessity for one. To conceive of 
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death as failure and nothingness still leaves space for a speculative proposition, of hope, that there 

could perhaps be something else. It’s not that this hope is really taken for fact or solid conviction, 

since, as Kierkegaard showed, nothingness is the anxiety of infinite possibility (hence also, potential 

guilt— because once you make the “leap” and pursue your heart’s option, you commit yourself to 

the violent exclusion of all other possibilities, giving rise to regret for the abnegated opportunity).1 

Rather, there is something stubborn that seems to persist beyond finitude—the actuality of its 

success, perhaps—that makes the hypothetical thought that death is the fruition of finitude somehow 

inoperative as a consoling resolution and give rise to the need for the supplement of the afterlife. 

It will probably sound silly or ironic (and in our desperately sarcastic times this is maybe 

unavoidable), but suppose you could say in ‘deadly earnest’— as though your life depended on it— 

the following affirmation: “Everything I do in life has its reasons, but my death has nothing to do 

with any of them. There is no need: I already know my death will be a complete success!” This 

would not mean the same thing as “I will die in my own way” since that can only name a certain 

striving to die, nor by complete success do I mean that it might be the only kind of achievement 

possible, but insofar as we measure our accomplishments relative to the ultimate measure of death, 

it would probably change the way success is “measured.”  What I mean is that infinite success would 

just mark the accomplished fact of demise: in whatever way I die, be it predictable or sudden—even 

if it were a horrible accident or in embarrassing circumstances or in utter solitude or in the middle of 

a sentence—it will have been sufficient and more-than sufficient, even the maximum of all possible 

success. Such an event would stand apart from life as a monument, but it would cast no shadow. 

Though in affirmation, I imagine such a declaration would have to be delivered not as 

exactly cheerful, but with an awareness of inexplicable horror mixed with reluctant acquiescence. It 

may require a sort of courage but would lack resemblance with any of the classic traits of heroism. 
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For illustration of this idea, take one of Bierce’s war stories, “Parker Adderson, Philosopher.” A 

Confederate general interrogates a captured Union spy, the eponymous “philosopher.” Knowing he 

faces execution at sunrise, Adderson appears stoically resigned to his fate, even cracking wry jokes 

and witticisms, and though he refuses to divulge information that would lead to the capture of his 

regiment, he doesn’t hesitate to answer candidly all the questions put to him about his rank or the 

fact that he was a spy. Taken aback by his unusual good humor no less than his irreverent nobility, 

the general exclaims: “Good God, man! do you mean to go to your death with nothing but jokes 

upon your lips? Do you know that this is a serious matter?” Adderson replies: “How can I know 

that? I have never been dead in all my life. I have heard that death is a serious matter, but never 

from any of those who have experienced it.”2 Here we have the typical “successful” death, where 

there is nothing to fear because one cannot know what death is. Adderson’s attitude is so sanguine 

because he feels certain that he cannot know, because the thought is entirely alien to reasonable 

consciousness — death is a ‘known unknown.’ 

The general, however, cannot accept this detached attitude — while one is alive, one can still 

feel death as painful, as the loss, for example, of opportunities for happiness that one would no 

longer have. Adderson gives this objection a standard “Stoic” reply: “A loss of which we shall never 

be conscious can be borne with composure and therefore expected without apprehension.”3 Why 

fear to lose what we will not survive having lost? This illustrates the more optimistic version of the 

dispensation of finitude as the telos of existence. The great “success story” of abstract death, 

whether Christian, pagan, or atheist, is actually that we will eventually fail so utterly that loss will be 

meaningless—all is vanity. What Adderson means by loss here, however, is really a potential or 

prospective loss and not its completed actuality, as in the death of another. This is telling, because 

mourning is about a definite loss—a loss that is known—and the example of grief would be to show 

220 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

that we are disposed toward loss in ways that we do not expect or anticipate but that surprise us 

with new aspects of our relations among the living that were nonetheless ‘there all along.’ Mourning 

thereby refers to a different thought of death — the disposition toward the “unknown known.” 

During the interview, the general finds himself in a more reflective mood than usual. 

Adderson’s discourse wasn’t so much convincing as suggestive, leading the general’s thoughts 

toward an “unfamiliar channel, but there they pursued their will independently to conclusions of 

their own.” As he contemplates the possibility of being in the place of the spy he has apprehended, 

of facing certain death at dawn, he cannot keep himself from shuddering in horror “as one 

awakened from a dreadful dream,” and suddenly, he “exclaimed almost inaudibly: “Death is 

horrible!”’4 When his staff assistant arrives informing him that the weather had cleared, however, the 

general is snapped out of his reverie. Without hesitation, he orders a file of men to take the prisoner 

and execute him on the spot, rather than waiting for dawn. Hearing this, Adderson’s self-composure 

instantly vanishes: “You do not mean that! You forget—I am not to die until morning.”5 It turns out 

that Adderson had falsely assumed his death would come at the customary time of execution, at 

sunrise, but the general had in fact never made any such promise. His composure in the face of his 

impending demise had been predicated on the belief that he would have time to prepare himself for 

his death’s appointed time. Dismayed, despairing, and enraged, Adderson leaps on the officers in the 

tent, and manages to mortally wound the general before he is dragged away, whereupon the general 

uses the last of his strength to repeat his earlier order of execution. We are then shown two deaths— 

that of the “philosopher” Adderson, on his knees, pleading incoherently for his life, as he is shot by 

the firing squad; and the general, who, in his last moments looks serenely on the campfire with “a 

smile of ineffable sweetness,” and says faintly: “I suppose this must be death,” before he passes.6 
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What to make of the contrast between these two attitudes toward death? The obvious 

reading would highlight the irony of Adderson, the pretentious “contemplative soul,” who has fine 

words to say about how to console death’s terrors but when it really comes down to it is a coward, 

desperate to prolong his life at any cost. The general, a “man of death” who concerns himself with 

actual life and death decisions and seldom bothers with lofty philosophy, is actually the more 

enlightened and reconciled to his fate. We might think that Bierce, the bitter realist, was yet again 

reminding us that you cannot dream your way out of the inevitable. 

There’s a more particular moral that we can draw, however, if we consider the aspect of the 

“successful death.” According to this view, the general can be reconciled with his own death at the 

last moment not incidentally, but precisely because his talk with the philosopher-spy earlier had 

allowed him to think differently about death. This was not because he agreed with Adderson, but 

quite the contrary. Before the dialogue, the general did not really reflect much on death as a concept 

as such, but after Adderson shared his thoughts, the general became aware, through his 

disagreement, of what he already unconsciously believed: that death is a happening that cannot be 

anticipated, and that no amount of thinking can control. He became aware of this not just because 

of the disagreement itself, but because he noticed something odd about the attitude of the person he 

was speaking with. For someone who was facing his imminent death, the tone seemed disconnected 

somehow. After the general uttered “Death is horrible!,” Adderson had responded: 

“It was horrible to our savage ancestors,” said the spy, gravely, “because they had not 

enough intelligence to dissociate the idea of consciousness from the idea of the physical forms in 

which it is manifested—as an even lower order of intelligence, that of the monkey, for 

example, may be unable to imagine a house without inhabitants, and seeing a ruined hut 

fancies a suffering occupant. To us it is horrible because we have inherited the tendency to 
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think it so, accounting for the notion by wild and fanciful theories of another world—as 

names of places give rise to legends explaining them and reasonless conduct to philosophies 

in justification. You can hang me, General, but there your power of evil ends; you cannot 

condemn me to heaven.”7 

This bit of Adderson’s philosophy, an arrogant, even racist dichotomy of modern civilized man and 

ancient primitives who are compared to animals, provides a telling clue to why his view of the 

“successful death” is actually a forced or nihilistic one: the substantive difference between those who 

suffer death and the ‘enlightened’ few who are consoled is nothing more than the “idea of 

consciousness.” In the abstract, this only works if one accepts that the experience of another’s death 

is meaningless. Notice, too, that Adderson’s examples of the “inferior” attitude are all about 

mourning. The thought of another’s death, for him, is a matter of no importance, because he is 

invested in an idea of consciousness that can transcend death. Here, consciousness is already the 

idea of the successful death, something that transcends the body, space, time. The philosopher’s odd 

composure—and his arrogance—were to be accounted for by this same error: the equation 

consciousness=successful death. 

The general, on the other hand, who had uttered his own thought of death spontaneously, 

“as one awakened from a dreadful dream,” demonstrates the counter-proof that there is an 

unconscious notion of death that undermines Adderson’s idea of a death-consciousness. That other 

thought of death is different — it is not wholly formed as an abstract idea but is only a half-saying 

that bears witness to past experience. When the general says it, he means what he says, because his 

idea comes from what continues to haunt him from the past. This is the thought of death as the 

death of another — what the unconscious “knows” about death. Horrible as that second thought 
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may be, it is at least less deceptive. When Adderson breaks down utterly, his mind appears unable to 

adjust to the refutation of his metaphysics due to the violent intrusion of imminent death’s actuality. 

But the story does not end there. If it did, the general would just die horrified, like Adderson 

— that is, death would just be reconfirmed as inconsolable, an interminable haunting of “horrible 

deaths.” Worse, it would seem to suggest that he was right not to have any patience for serious talk 

about death or to have any ideas of his own about it. Why waste time talking about something so 

depressing and unavoidable? We can see how such a conclusion might lead right back to the 

problem: If death is just horrible and an endless nightmare, why not just forget about it and accept 

some kind of delusion in its place? Instead, however, the general dies with “ineffable serenity.” Why? 

Because he learns from Adderson both how he is right and how he is wrong. In other words, he 

succeeds him: Adderson was right to insist on the successful death, the idea that death is not 

something we can experience directly and so there is no reason to anxiously await it like a fresh pain. 

But he was wrong to assume that the superiority of consciousness had anything to do with it. 

Instead, this is what actually creates a false or spurious idea of a successful death. In this false 

conception, death is overcome only insofar as one is not conscious of it—which means literally that 

mourning and other negative experiences that are associated with death as a horrible thing are kept 

out from consciousness or repressed.  When he blurted out “Death is horrible!” the general was thus 

reminding himself of what he didn’t want to think about. But he could endure it well because 

Adderson’s philosophy — including his error— had helped him to think about it differently. The 

general thus not only becomes aware of the horror but he has a means of consoling himself through 

speculative means. Like a philosopher, he meets his death as a proposition: “I suppose this must be 

death.” In the end, like everyone, both characters die successfully, the one succeeding the other.  
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We saw another instance of succession with philosophical implications in the case of William 

James and his father. Although William remained skeptical of some of Henry Sr.’s religious ideas, it 

was clear that his experience of Vastation was deeply compelling. William thought that religion is 

valuable not directly as a doctrine but as an experience of immanence, which keeps open the 

dimension of the miraculous — as when one makes a wonderful discovery or is able to overcome 

doubts about one’s capacities. Remarkably, we saw that Henry Sr.’s theology was especially invested 

in problems of inheritance and succession and that these very ideas acquired poignant significance 

right around the time of William’s breakdown following the death of his beloved cousin, and later, 

after Henry Sr.’s death. In the hospital, when William underwent an experience that evidently closely 

resembled his father’s spiritual awakening, no doubt the son expected to repeat, as well, the great 

discovery of his antecedent. The fact that the incident was included in William’s Varieties of Religious 

Experience, a book that he often referred to as “my last will and testament,” only further underscores 

its import for the way he thought about the consolatory power of speculation.8 But William 

inherited his father in a different way than just to imitate him and become another Swedenborgian 

— which, even if it were a successful indoctrination, would have been little more a flawed or failed 

imitation, a failed success. Instead, William repeated his father in order to acquire and even resolve 

his father’s problem of inheritance. The son’s great act of love for his father was to contribute, in his 

own way, to disentangling the snare from which he could not extricate himself. 

William could not help but notice that his father had been consumed by something that 

threatened to overwhelm his creative will — alluded to in what Henry Sr. called the “creative 

problem.” This problem may have had a family history: Howard Feinstein makes the fascinating 

argument that a certain “conflict of wills” may have affected the two succeeding generations of the 

James family.9 Henry Sr.’s father, confusingly also named William James, was an Irishman who 

225 



 

  

 

 

 

  

 

emigrated to Albany, New York and became a successful businessman. William of Albany’s life story 

reads like an illustration of Max Weber’s Protestant Work Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism — an ardently 

devout Calvinist who left his “calling” as a minister to get rich as a merchant in America. All his life 

he stressed on his children the absolute importance of attaining worldly success, an idea which, for 

him, had potent religious symbolism. Recall Weber’s argument: the Calvinist doctrine of 

predestination, not despite, but because of its determinism, made believers anxious to find ways of 

‘proving’ to themselves that the promise of salvation was assured.10 The Protestant de-emphasis on 

good works thereby paved the way to a spiritualized secular industriousness where work in the holy 

calling (i.e. ministering) gradually became work in any professional calling, where “success” as the 

model of a good life mirrored success in industry. For William of Albany, capitalism was literally a 

religion and we might add, a religion of finitude—everything he did he believed was for the sake of 

preparing for “the end,” in hopes of assuring its success. 11 

William of Albany had twelve children (a lot of successors!), and when the time came to 

draw up a will, he elected a board of trustees who were instructed to hold the funds in trust for 

twenty-one years. The language of the will was filled with litanies “in praise of labor and in 

condemnation of prodigality and vice,” and, in the interest of forcing his children into “reputable” 

trades, included, most insidiously, a clause that any of his children who led “a grossly immoral, idle 

or dishonorable life” (i.e. Henry, who hated worldly pursuits and who couldn’t decide upon a 

profession) would be cut off when the time for disbursement came.12 Henry Sr., the son who would 

later devote his life to refuting his father’s Calvinism, was cut off from the will. He would get his 

revenge, though, after battling the will in court for fourteen years. Near the end of this struggle, 

Henry experienced his Vastation and his success in court coincided, as if by chance, with his 

Swedenborgian spiritual salvation.13 The settlement of the will established the material ease that 

226 

https://salvation.13
https://assured.10


      

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

would allow the James family not only a healthy subsistence, but the freedom and means to travel 

frequently and widely. Without Henry’s triumph over the specter of William and his Calvinist will, 

the European adventures so central to both William and Henry Jr.’s upbringing and outlook would 

not have been possible. Through the generations, the “will” of the Jameses thus acquired a special 

significance, crisscrossing the boundaries of the law of Protestant capitalist America, as vast as 

Henry’s Vastation and as unforgiving as William I’s Calvinism, before it would become the principal 

concept in the philosophy of “Will” James. For this man of many oaths, it’s difficult to pinpoint just 

which of these registers of meaning was dominant in his resolve to make Varieties of Religious 

Experience his “last will and testament.” But I think we can at least say that the point was to “succeed” 

in the right way. 

Appropos of these notes about the thought of finitude as a successful failure, I want to 

conclude with a consideration of what it would mean to “succeed” successfully. In a short text called 

“Some Character Types Met With in Psychoanalytic Work” (1916)— one of a cluster of texts 

dealing explicitly with matters of death and mourning in the midst of the Great War— Freud 

describes a couple of patients he had known that beautifully evoked how they were “wrecked by 

success.” One of them was a well-respected professor, who “for many years cherished the natural 

wish to succeed the master who had initiated him into his own studies.”14 When the “master” retired 

and the younger professor was informed he had been chosen to take his mentor’s old post, however, 

he became convinced of his unworthiness and succumbed to a paralyzing melancholia. Thus the 

younger professor’s wish for professional success was achieved, only to lead to an inner conviction 

of failure. The “success” was therefore a succession or inheritance that, to his surprise, the successor 

found he was unable to inherit. More specifically, what was at stake in his promotion was what it 

would mean to take the place of a “master,” an ideal which, as such, is uninheritable because it is 
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defined as an irreplaceable exception. Confronted with the impossible or untenable task of taking 

the place of what cannot be replaced, the aspiring successor succumbed to his awareness that he 

could not sustain this position. 

Lacking the most efficacious language to elucidate the unconscious motives at work here, 

Freud, as usual, goes to literature to help elaborate the problem. In Shakespeare’s Macbeth, a very rich 

account of what it is to be wrecked by succession, Freud points to Lady Macbeth in various 

instances to show a disturbance of ‘successful’ inheritance. First, she famously works up her 

husband’s resolve to kill Duncan by declaring she would renounce her ability to conceive a child if 

that’s what it took to succeed (“unsex me here/…Come to my woman’s breasts,/And take my milk 

for gall, you murdering ministers!”).15 Then, just as she succeeds in rousing her husband to murder 

the king, she experiences a flicker of hesitation when she notes that Duncan “resembled/my father 

as he slept.”16 Finally, after she is Queen she expresses this note of mournful remorse: 

…Nought’s had, all’s spent, 

Where our desire is got without content: 

‘Tis safer to be that which we destroy, 

Than by destruction dwell in doubtful joy.17 

Freud surmises that the remorse Lady Macbeth feels, most famously in her obsessional ritual of 

washing her hands to remove the hallucinated blood from the deed, is intricately connected to each 

of these instances of disturbed thoughts about inheritance and succession. He is careful to note here 

that she is conscious of the “futility of the attempt” and that this consciousness of futility 

accompanies and complements her interminable remorse. 18 In the attempt to overcome her dawning 
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sense of the failure behind her greatest triumph, she commits what Lacan once called “the only act 

that can succeed without misfiring”— suicide.19 

After her “bad death,” Macbeth can only think to only utter these lines in eulogy: 

She should have died hereafter; 

There would have been a time for such a word.20 

These lines are especially important to an understanding, not just of what Freud means by those 

who are wrecked by success but by the “success” implicit in the work of mourning. The sense of 

regret that Macbeth gives voice to in his grief — that his wife never had a chance to fulfill her 

potential, that her potential was a failure but might’ve succeeded if she had time, is the agony at the heart 

of the drama of mourning and inheritance, not only for Freud, but also for Lacan, who succeeds 

him in this idea. For Lacan, Freud’s insight into the “nether side” of tears in grief is powerful but 

also troubling in its implication that it reflects only the phenomenon that in “the reality of the one 

who’s been lost, we only want to remember the regrets he’s left behind.”21 Lacan contrasts this with 

the positive significance of death in wakes, when the life of “he that was” is celebrated as having had 

a successful existence (“…celebrating the accession of he that was to the sort of simple glory that he 

deserves for having simply been a living being in our midst”).22 It’s equally crucial, Lacan stresses, 

that we remember that the mourner who identifies with the deceased thus takes upon herself both 

the negative and the positive qualities of the antecedent. 

For Lacan, this painful thought that regularly occurs in bereavement, the regret of the future 

life that might have been, is absolutely precious for understanding the dialectic of mourning. In a 

discussion of a different Shakespearean tragedy, Hamlet, Lacan draws out the power of this idea: 
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It is to the extent that, as object, he comes to vanish, that the retroactive dimension imposes itself 

which is that of the imperfect tense in the ambiguous form in which it is employed in French, and 

which lends its force to the way in which I’ve been repeating before you, Il ne savait pas, ‘He didn’t 

know.’ This means both “At the last instant, he didn’t know” and “A little more and he was going to 

know.” It’s not for nothing that desir in French comes from desiderium. There is a retroactive 

recognition of the object that used to be there. It’s down this path that Hamlet’s return passes into 

the culmination of his destiny, of his Hamlet function, if I may put it like that, his Hamletic finish.23 

According to Lacan, who takes his cue from Freud, the final moments of life can give rise either to 

consolatory relief or crushing regret. If the latter takes place, very often the significance has to do 

with a sort of paradox of temporality—where a certain “knowingness” on the part of the dead might 

have made them aware, before passing out of existence, of something especially decisive about the 

loved one’s legacy. “At the last instant, he didn’t know” and “a little more and he was going to know” 

suggests a potential that was thwarted, that never had a chance and, in consequence there is an 

unbearable experience of tragedy. The emphasis on “knowledge” tells us that the bereaved does not 

mean by this regret that something further could have resulted in the life of the dying person, like an 

achievement or opportunity. There is thus a sense of potential, but it does not belong to the dead as 

such. This is why Lacan stresses the element of destiny, of fate, as what he calls the “retroactive 

recognition of the object that used to be there.” What is it precisely a recognition of? That there was 

something unfulfilled, a potential that had not quite come to a conclusion. An unsuccessful end. What 

the mourner and, most especially, the pathological mourner, keeps alive and cannot bring herself to 

fully embrace as an inheritance, is precisely this intuition of a wasted potential. There is a pressure to 

inherit this potential, but there is also something problematic about it, it strikes the mourner with a 

dilemma of ambivalence. All of the efforts of the retroactive work of mourning, the Trauerarbeit, 

have to be devoted to the resolution, or Losung, of this lingering problematic heritage.24 
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As we have had occasion to observe in myriad ways throughout this study, the final 

moments of life are among the most vexing and loaded to the significance of mourning and much of 

the burden of the contemporary problem of finitude has to do with the way that final moments are 

explicitly framed against a backdrop of nothingness. In a way, the whole historical importance of the 

Good Death and the artes moriendi stressed by Aries, Faust and others has to do with the careful 

guidance of these final moments onto such a structure of meaning that they do not leave behind 

burning regrets. There is thus a call for the “successful death,” not so much for the sake of the 

already dead, who have no use for it, but for mourners. What would it take, then, to declare death, 

all deaths, one’s own, those one loves, those one hates, and even those of strangers, as successful 

deaths, for which successful mourning is possible? “Success” in this sense, of course, has nothing to 

do with material success or prestige in life, but has to do with succession—how will this life live on 

and become a part of other lives. How will the burdens and problems of this one’s life becomes the 

inventions and resolutions of the next? As an inheritance, success and succession need not refer to 

patrilineal or family blood lines (one sees a very disturbing reduction of this idea in contemporary 

identitarian or “tribalist” politics today), but to the inheritance, say, of an author, a philosopher, or 

even an ordinary person who happened upon some wisdom or whose existence inspired love. Just as 

it is perfectly common to mourn the death of a famous person one has never known, so it is 

possible to inherit from strangers. Even from enemies, as was one of the favorite themes of 

Ambrose Bierce. But such inheritances must be selective, they must be compelled by the desire to 

inherit. There must be, in other words, a willingness to keep faith and believe that there is a truth 

that is worth bringing out and giving a suitable presentation. However radically one inherits or 

however faithfully, some things are cast off and forgotten, while others live on. But for the sake of 

preserving the dignity that we owe to the dead from whom we inherit, we should first of all 

acknowledge the immortal potential that is their gift to us, the living.   
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Through mourning, we take the loss and the problematic at stake in the heritage as our 

responsibility and gradually turn the burden into the unrealized potential of a new fate. Mourning in 

this sense needs to be understood in the fullness of its dialectical structure: It involves not only the 

loss of the object in the field of the Other, but the mode of a certain subjective destitution. The 

feeling of regret in the subject must first be brought to accord with the historical reality of the lost 

object. To do this, however, requires we realize the infinite as an abyssal negativity. The death of the 

other is therefore, at the same time, the death of God. We must endure such a painful passage, 

however, because it is only in this way that we can successfully inherit, that is, re-invent, what the 

dead have bestowed upon us. The ethics of mourning, then, must lead through the dilemma of 

endless mourning in order to accede to the ethical resolve to inherit. Only by passing through this 

destitution, encountering and contextualization our doubts, regrets, and lingering resentments and 

also taking inspiration from the illimitable potential for new ways of being and thinking, that we can 

come to a successful end. In that end, the disjuncture between one life and another, a new meaning 

emerges, the one that was there all along. 
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