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THE RACIAL HAND IN THE VICTORIAN
IMAGINATION

The hands of colonized subjects — South Asian craftsmen, Egyptian
mummies, harem women, and Congolese children — were at the crux
of Victorian discussions of the body that tried to come to terms with
the limits of racial identification. While religious, scientific, and
literary discourses privileged hands as sites of physiognomic infor-
mation, none of these found plausible explanations for what these
body parts could convey about ethnicity. As compensation for this
absence, which might betray the fact that race was not actually
inscribed on the body, fin-de-siécle narratives sought to generate
models for how nonwhite hands might offer crucial means of identi-
fying and theorizing racial identity. They removed hands from a
holistic corporeal context and allowed them to circulate independ-
ently from the body to which they originally belonged. Severed hands
consequently served as “human tools” that could be put to use in a
number of political, aesthetic, and ideological contexts.

AvIvA BRIEFEL is Professor of English and Cinema Studies at
Bowdoin College. She is the author of The Deceivers: Art Forgery
and Identity in the Nineteenth Century (2006) and the coeditor of
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Nineteenth-century British literature and culture have been rich fields for inter-
disciplinary studies. Since the turn of the twentieth century, scholars and critics
have tracked the intersections and tensions between Victorian literature and the
visual arts, politics, social organization, economic life, technical innovations,
scientific thought — in short, culture in its broadest sense. In recent years,
theoretical challenges and historiographical shifts have unsettled the assumptions
of previous scholatly synthesis and called into question the terms of older debates.
Whereas the tendency in much past literary critical interpretation was to use the
metaphor of culture as “background,” feminist, Foucauldian, and other analyses
have employed more dynamic models that raise questions of power and of
circulation. Such developments have reanimated the field. This series aims to
accommodate and promote the most interesting work being undertaken on the
frontiers of the field of nineteenth-century literary studies: work which intersects
fruitfully with other fields of study such as history, or literary theory, or the history
of science. Comparative as well as interdisciplinary approaches are welcomed.

A complete list of titles published will be found at the end of the book.
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