






























































420 ATHENA VRETTOS

need for repetition might prove so strong that individuals’ very lives
would be endangered by a change of routine. As one early-nineteenth-
century medical treatise on habit cautioned, “Whoever should attempt
to alter such habits, whether hurtful or beneficial, would bring his pa-
tients into great danger” (“On the Power of Habit” 334). Such individ-
uals could only be restored, the author implies, by the resumption of
routine. Thus, one of the final images of Dombey and Son is of Florence
singing the same song over and over to a mentally and physically shat-
tered Mr. Dombey. She “sang the old tune she had so often sung to the
dead child. He could not bear it at the time; he held up his trembling
hand, imploring her to stop; but next day he asked her to repeat it, and
to do so often of an evening: which she did” (959). In this vision of the
healing power of repetition to a mind shattered by change, Dickens im-
plies that the process of psychological repair issues not merely from the
emotional force of the lullaby and the memories it invokes, which are
initially experienced as mental pain, but from its reiteration. If habit
has emotionally deadened Florence’s father, it may also structure his ca-
pacity for emotional renewal.

Yet, like 'others writing on the psychology of habit, Dickens
speculates that the force of repetition is so compelling, and so intri-
cately linked to the formation of character, that it may preclude the ca-
pacity for change. Dickens’s 1867 Preface to the novel notes that Mr.
Dombey’s character has been commonly misread as reformed by the
end of the story. Steadfast in maintaining the force of habit, Dickens as-
serts that “Mr. Dombey undergoes no violent change, either in this
book, or in real life. A sense of his injustice is within him, all along”
(43). There is a fundamental tension in the novel, and in theories of
habit as a whole, between, on the one hand, a belief in the possibility of
reform, the transformation of character, and the infusion of emotional
energy into the static rituals of modern industrial culture, and, on the
other hand, a fear that “the tendency of any mental process [. . .] to re-
peatitself” will make the mechanization of mind and character an inev-
itable product of cultural routines (Stout 263).

Ultimately, the tension between eccentricity (which seems to
define individuality in opposition to social conformity) and routine
(which implies the objectification, mechanization, or mass production
of character as a result of conformity) both energizes and complicates
Dickens’s deployment of habit as a mode of characterization. Like more
mainstream psychologists, neurologists, and philosophers of mind
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(both preceding and following him), Dickens explored the paradoxes
of habitual behavior as both the basis of social conformity and the basis
of individuality. If we view Dickens’s habit-obsessed characters merely as
quirky, charming, potentially postmodern, but ultimately isolated bun-
dles of eccentricity in a larger Victorian trajectory toward the complex
psychological rendering of interior life, we overlook the pervasive fasci-
nation with (and multiple theories of) eccentric habits and repetitive
behaviors in Victorian culture. In these intersecting narratives of char-
acter formation and social stagnation, mental flexibility and rigidity,
Dickens and other philosophers of habit not only confronted but repro-
duced the troubling convergence of individual and cultural routines. In
the process, they helped to theorize the relationship between individu-
ality and mechanization in modern industrial culture, and to map its ef-
fects on the human mind.

Case Western Reserve University

NOTES

I would like to thank the National Endowment for the Humanities and the John
Simon Guggenheim Memorial Foundation for their generous support of this project. I
would also like to thank Christopher Flint, Adela Pinch, Erin O’Connor, James Eli Adams,
and the anonymous readers for Victorian Studies for their helpful comments and sugges-
tions. /

'Dickens’s minor characters—usually his most habit-obsessed —have often been
situated in the history of artistic and literary caricature, dating back to the eighteenth
century. See, for example, Ruskin 171; Tambling 313. For studies of Dickens, caricature,
and the visual arts, see Ericksen; Hollington; Hunt; Lettis; Ormond. For an excellent re-
cent summary of this tradition and an innovative reading of Dickensian caricature and
synecdoche as simultaneously the abstraction of definitive body parts into commodities
and the attempt to erase or forget such abstraction, see Novak.

*Darwin also drew upon the behavior of fictional characters to illustrate the role
of heredity and “the principle of associated habit” in the expression of emotion (78), cit-
ing examples from Margaret Oliphant's Miss Marjoribanks (1866) and The Brownlows
(1868) (80, 270), Gaskell’s Mary Barton (1848) (150), and Dickens’s Oliver Twist (1838)
(241). Although Darwin discusses habit as a powerful shaping force in human behavior,
he does not frame it in terms of individuality and eccentricity as James and Dickens do.
Rather, habits appear as physical and mental traces of evolutionary origins, links between
human and animal behavior patterns.

*Michael S. Kearns has identified Dickens’s extensive application of association-
ist psychology in his writings. Drawing upon the writings of nineteenth-century psycholo-
gists such as Lewes, Bain, and Mill, Kearns emphasizes how the channels and pathways

that they posit as the mechanisms of mental associations shape “the experience of moral
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transformation” in Dickens’s fiction (“Associationism” 111). My focus on psychological
theories of habit in many of these same writers emphasizes, in contrast, their concern with
fixed patterns of behavior and the tension between habits as the basis of individuality and
the entrapments of cultural and industrial routines. I argue, that is, that theories of habit
growing out of associationist philosophy often questioned the very capacity for “moral
transformation” that Kearns celebrates.

*Criticism of Dickens’s characterization was frequent in the nineteenth century,
and included George Eliot’s 1856 description of Dickens’s art as concerning itself exclu-
sivély with the “external traits” of individuals (specifically “idiom and manners”) at the ex-
pense of “psychological character” (111) and Henry James’s 1865 dismissal of Dickens as
a “superficial novelist” ( Theory of Fiction 213). In 1872, Lewes described Dickens’s charac-
ters as “merely masks,—not characters, but personified characteristics, caricatures and
distortions of human nature [. . .] moving like pieces of simple mechanism always in one
way” (“Dickens” 146). This pattern of critical dismissal has continued well into the twen-
tieth century. In 1927, E. M. Forster included Dickens’s fiction in his influential distinc-
tions between “round” and “flat” characters (71-73), and subsequent critics ranging from
George Orwell to W. J. Harvey have elaborated upon these claims. For more comprehen-
sive discussions of the critical debate over Dickensian characterization in relation to the
development of realism in the nineteenth century, see Chase 96; Ford 129-55; Rosenberg
6-30.

*In his poststructuralist celebration of Dickens as challenging the stability and
coherence of the concept of “self,” James Kincaid argues that “the lines between perform-
ers and performance, roles and role-players are always blurred” (77). Karen Chase pro-
poses fragmentation as the central principle of Dickens’s representation of personality,
arguing that Dickens “assails the unity of personality and decomposes the integral self
into a complex of frag}nents” (126). The components of personality are distributed, ac-
cording to Chase, among different Dickens characters, forming “an alliance of fragments
who together possess a range of responses not available to individuals” (38). John Kucich
explores the complex tensions and contradictions in Dickens’s portrayals of characters—
their “convoluted, contrapuntal internal harmonies” (244) and “inwardly initiated self-
conflicts” (246). Brian Rosenberg highlights the irreconcilable contradictions and frag-
mentations, doubleness and opposition, and structural tensions in Dickens’s character-
izations (26). '

fAlthough there are of course crucial distinctions between production and con-
sumption as tropes for envisioning habit in relation to industrial or machine culture
(some of which I go on to examine), my central emphasis in this study is on the ways in
which both production and consumption were conceptualized as forms of repetitibn and
invoked to describe mechanical patterns of human behavior.

"Workwomen in a garment factory, Stout continues—with an anecdote quoted
from Carpenter —refused to go to work for a fortnight, “merely because they were re-
quired to make a slight alteration [...] in the pattern of a particular garment” (qtd. in
Stout 259).

*While James emphasizes the entrenched differences of class in his narrative of
the poorly dressed man, his writings include just as many examples of “professional man-
nerism{s]” as forms of habitual behavior (Psychology 133). Although there are jmportant
differences between class status and professional identity, I include them together here
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because in most nineteenth-century writings on habit they appear as interchangeable ex-
amples of the social construction of individual behavior patterns.

*Dickens explicitly uses this experience to theorize about mental impressionabil-
ity and association. Having seen a child brought by its mother to view the same dead body
that had taken “possession” of his own thoughts for a week (69), Dickens finds himself
similarly haunted by the child’s (imagined) mind. He delineates the trajectory of morbid
habits of thought and the early plasticity of children’s minds in language that parallels
James’s and other philosophers’ discussions of habit. “At that impressible time of life, it
must sometimes produce a fixed impression. If the fixed impression be of an object ter-
rible to the child, it will be (for want of reasoning upon) inseparable from great fear.
Force the child at such a time, be Spartan with it, send it into the dark against its will, [. . .]
and you had better murder it” (“Travelling Abroad” 70). By the end of Dickens’s discus-
sion of child psychology, the child has mentally and rhetorically exchanged places with
the dead body she has viewed. This description also, of course, parallels Dickens’s own
account of the origins of Pip’s mental habits, his “first most vivid and broad impression of
the identity of things” in meeting Magwitch upon the marshes (35).

“Upon failing to produce a respectable gentleman, Pip ultimately chooses for
Magwitch an identity as close to the convict’s class origins and drifting lifestyle as possi-
ble —a river pilot.

"Dorothy Van Ghent recognized this pervasive interchangeability of objects and
persons in Dickens’s fiction in her classic essay, “The Dickens World” (24-25). For an in-
novative account of the absorption of self into others in Great Expectations, and of the in-
stability of the concept of self in Dickens more generally, see Kincaid 84-87. While
claiming that all of Dickens’s characterizations function as “performances,” Kincaid dis-
tinguishes between two fundamentally different types of characters (and modes of char-
acterization): the “steadfast” and the “irresponsible” (76). It is the playful, irresponsible
characters whose performances “subvert” our “assumptions about selfhood” (76).

""We can see the direct influence of eccentric biographies on Dickens’s delinea-
tions of character and habit formation in Our Mutual Friend (1864-65). When Mr. Boffin
becomes obsessed with reading about misers, he begins to collect eccentric biographies
and to recount stories of misers that appeared regularly in this genre. Dickens’s library
contained a number of these works, including R. S. Kirby’s six-volume The Wonderful and
Scientific Museum oy, Magazine of Remarkable Characters (1803-20), Henry Wilson and James
Caulfield’s three-volume Wonderful Characters; Comprising Memoirs and Anecdotes of the Most
Remarkable Persons of Every Age and Nation (1821), and F. Somner Merryweather’s Lives and
Anecdotes of Misers; or the Passion of Avarice Displayed (1850).

"I Hillis Miller notes the emphasis on habit in Dombey and Son, arguing that Dick-
ens used the term “to define the enclosure of personality within itself and within the
things it has transformed into a mirror of itself” (145). In his study of the Romantic con-
cept of self in Dickens, Lawrence Frank has argued that habit, for Dickens in general and
Dombey and Son in particular, signals the “death” of the “dynamic self” (20).

It may seem perverse to focus on Dombey and Son as Dickens’s most extensive
meditation on habit when it has been so widely and long recognized as a novel about
change, most influentially in Chapter Eight of Steven Marcus’s Dickens: From Pickwick to
Dombey. Yet it is the tension between industrial mechanization (symbolized most con-

cretely, as Marcus argues, in the railroad) as the emblem of a changing world and the dan-
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gerous mechanizations of character (symbolized most concretely in habitual behavior
patterns) that constitutes the complexity of Dickens’s view of the relationship between
character and society. See also Baumgarten for a discussion of the railway as an “index of
modernity” (77) in relation to Dickens’s anxieties about mass culture, industrialization,
and the circulation of print.

"This contradiction is particularly acute in Dickens’s fiction, apparent not only
in his meditations on habit, but also in the pervasive linguistic slippage between people
and objects, bodies, and commodities, that critics ranging from Van Ghent to Gallagher
have noted (though in crucially different ways), and that becomes most extravagant in
Our Mutual Friend.

'We find a similar antithesis between habit and sympathy in many of Lewes’s and
other psychologists’ writings. Indeed, in discussing critical responses to Dickens, Lewes
notes the tendency of critical minds to move in “already-trodden tracks” and to “judge ac-
cording to precedent,” thereby substituting habitual patterns of thought for the “flexibil-
ity” of “sympathetic insight” (“Dickens” 141). It is ironic to note that Lewes attributes to
Dickens’s critics the same psychological characteristics of reliance on habit and mechan-
ical judgment that he finds unrealistic in Dickens’s characters. Thatis, he unintentionally
validates Dickens’s psychology by emphasizing the forces of habit in guiding critical judg-
ment, effectively turning literary critics into Dickensian characters.
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