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The letters of Barbara Leigh Smith Bodichon (1827-1891): Epistolary Dialogues and Cross-Epistemological Exchanges

The first poststructuralist theorizations of women’s history sparked off a heated debate among feminist historians. Authors such as Denise Riley and Joan Scott pointed out the discursive ontology of the concepts of woman, experience and agency - the hallmarks of women’s history. Women’s historians like Joan Hoff and Linda Gordon responded by pointing out that poststructuralist tendency to exclusively focus on language and meaning reduced “flesh-and-blood” women into disembodied linguistic constructions immobilized by discourses. 
These theoretical discussions brought up an awareness of the apparently conflicting epistemological perspectives that underpinned different ways of conceiving feminist history. The materialist approach of women’s historians tended to be informed by empiricism. The belief that historical reality is discernible and retrievable through evidence and that relatively accurate accounts of it can be produced underlay their writings. Closer to postmodern theories of knowledge, gender historians moved away from the notion that an objective reality exists independently of the knower. In their view, there is no directly knowable reality because it is inherent to structures of meaning like language and discourses. A degree of scepticism towards historical certainty was derived from their writings: historical reality, though it existed in the past, could not be represented.  

My suggestion is that this apparently irreconcilable discord can be turned into a constructive tension: a cross-epistemological approach to epistolary research. 
Bodichon’s Epistolary Articulation of Bildung at the Intersection of Empirical and Poststructuralist Readings of Letters 
In my thesis I discuss the significance of letters in the education of Barbara Bodichon. Bodichon was a mid-Victorian feminist, philanthropist, and painter. She was born into a wealthy liberal bourgeois family. She contributed to launch the women’s movement in England in the 1850s-1870s and pursued a distinguished career as a landscape watercolourist. Married to a French man, Bodichon led a nomadic lifestyle, living six months in England and six months in Algeria and frequently travelling in Britain and abroad. 
In my PhD I explore Bodichon’s letters as educational tools – educational understood in the sense of Bildung, a neo-humanist conceptualization of education that encompasses intellectual, moral and personal growth (self-cultivation). I propose a narrative reading of Bildung. I argue that Bodichon developed her self-cultivation during her lifetime – a phenomenon not directly accessible to us. Simultaneously, she articulated her self-cultivation by means of her epistolary narratives, which acted as sites for the acquisition of the knowledge, identity and autonomy required for Bildung to succeed. 
In this essay I discuss the central epistemological difficulty I am encountering: how to incorporate poststructuralist insights into a research project that wants to retain certain empirical tenets; to put it differently, how to reach a compromise between empirical and poststructuralist readings of letters as historical evidence. Traditionally, letters have been used as straightforward empirical data: as windows into the soul of letter-writers. Under poststructuralist influence, letters are now discussed for their mediatedness: letters are not understood to be “true” expressions of the self but autobiographical acts of self-projection (articulated within systems of signification) where the subject constructs multiple personae determined by the person to whom s/he is writing. 
In dialogue with these two approaches, in what follows I put forward my understanding of letters as autobiographical sources through the example of Bodichon’s personal correspondence as educational instruments. Next I unpack the cross-epistemological approach that underpins my problematization of letters as historical evidence. 
Bodichon’s Letters: Performative Autobiographical Acts 

Smith and Watson argue that the historical “I” (a “flesh-and-blood” person) cannot be known through autobiographical writing. Instead, ‘[t]he “I” available to readers is the “I” who tells the autobiographical narrative’ – the narrating “I”.
 In line with Smith and Watson, I argue that we do not have direct information about how Bodichon “lived”: how she acquired education and put it into use. Yet, her epistolary “I” – narrating “I” in Smith and Watson’s conceptual vocabulary – provide hints about how she developed her Bildung. 
Drawing on Judith Butler’s theory of gender identity, I conceptualize letter-writing as a performative autobiographical act constitutive of one’s self. Hence, letter-writing is not an expression of the self. Rather the self-narrating subject is an effect of the autobiographical act; she is partially constituted through the act of letter-writing. Writing a letter is an autobiographical gesture that functions as a source of self-formation – operating simultaneously to countless other forms of self-production.

Moreover, I argue that, concomitant to the act of communicating, letters acted as spaces where Bodichon individuated her subjectivity. Her textual self-presentations involved agentic action in the form of discourse reappropriation. As sites of agency, epistolary narratives function as forums where historical-bound permeating discourses are reappropriated in the process of verbalizing an epistolary self-image. To put it differently, the autobiographical “I” in her epistolary self-projections is the locus of an agentic engagement with an intersectionality of discourses, including prevailing notions of bourgeois femininity.

In turn, Bodichon individuated her narrative self-image conditioned by the epistolary genre. Questions of audience, purpose, letter-writing codes and letter-exchange conventions are some of the factors that delimited/enabled her self-projection. Most notably, the intrinsic presence of the epistolary “you” determines the narrative strategies adopted by the epistolary “I”: from type of paper, handwriting and overall neatness of the letter to the selection of content, tone, and register of the narrative. Bodichon adapted her epistolary narrative to each of her addressees, developing multiple epistolary “I”s. 
On that account, Bodichon developed her Bildung throughout her life by innumerable daily habits and life choices, like arranging her activities in the day around her private lessons with personal tutors and training under the aegis of renowned painting masters at different stages of her artistic career – a phenomenon not directly accessible to us. Simultaneously, she acted out an epistolary articulation of her Bildung through the signifying practice of self-narrating by means of her epistolary “I” – within discursive systems and determined by the epistolary genre. This epistolary re-enactment coexisted alongside other forms of self-constitution – for example, the public persona she projected in her publications and the visual self-presentations captured in her paintings. 
Bodichon’s Epistolary Bildung and the Production of Historical Knowledge 

Unlike empirical readings of letters, my argument is that the self that emerges from her letters is not “flesh-and-blood” Bodichon but the epistolary self-image she projected to each of her audiences. Understanding letter-writing as a performative mechanism, letters acted as sources of self-formation (which coexisted alongside countless others). Accordingly, Bodichon’s circulating self-images disclose her self-constitution. Her epistolary narratives reveal glimpses of how she carved out her Bildung – the subject positions she took agenticly within discursive fields by means of the enabling features of the epistolary medium. 

But the knowledge we gather through her letters (her self-images) does not correspond to Bodichon’s “core self”. It is the partial knowledge of her self-formation to which we have access: Bodichon’s Bildung as enacted in her letters. In this sense, the knowledge we gather through Bodichon’s letters is valuable since it provides a partial yet insightful understanding of her Bildung. This particular self-constitution may not fully correspond to the self-image she projected in the countless other forms through which she forged her Bildung – in her publications or in daily habits for example. As letter-writing form autobiographical acts constitutive of her self, we can presume a correlation between her epistolary “I” on the one hand and otherwise-articulated “I”s on the other. Hence, Bodichon’s letters would offer plausible hints about how she “lived” her Bildung – how she fashioned her self-cultivation in “lived” gestures. At the same time, her epistolary “I” unfolds unresolved, with complementing, overlapping and opposing aspects emerging from her epistolary narratives by virtue of the different epistolary “you” to whom she wrote. (Even further tensions would emerge if we contrasted Bodichon’s self as articulated in her publications and paintings for example). A comparable tension can be assumed to exist between her epistolary self-images and her “lived” Bildung. 
I suggest that Bodichon’s Bildung can be further assessed via an exploration of the multidimensional nature of her identity. An examination of how others responded to her projected self-image in letters addressed to her and in letters referring about her permit further evaluating how Bodichon fashioned her self-cultivation. 
Bodichon’s Epistolary “You” and Other Epistolary “I”s as Sources of Knowledge about her Bildung 
Only a few of the letters Bodichon wrote are extant. The bulk of her archive consists of letters written to her or among her family and friends. I suggest that Bodichon’s epistolary “you” and the epistolary “I” present in letters exchanged among her family/friends function as additional sources of historical evidence. Following the principle of narrative relationality, texts incorporate ‘extensive stories of related others that are embedded within’.
 A close attention to these “stories” when reading Bodichon’s epistolary “you” (that is, her correspondents’ epistolary “I”) as well as her friends epistolary “I”s in letters not addressed to her provides a new dimension to our understanding of her Bildung. These epistolary narratives are subject to the same layers of mediatedness aforementioned; namely, the epistolary “I” is articulated within discursive systems and is determined by the epistolary genre. Ultimately, these other epistolary narratives also act as partial, perspectival, and mediated, yet insightful, sources of knowledge about Bodichon’s Bildung.
The assemblage of these multiple sources of knowledge about Bodichon constitutes an incomplete but relatively cohesive epistolary portrait of her self-cultivation. This multi-layered picture is made of individual epistolary narratives – like a collage made of small photographs. Every epistolary narrative reveals aspects of Bodichon as represented by each of the epistolary “I”s present in her correspondence, including her own. If we look at the global picture (the collage), we recognize Bodichon’s profile: her epistolary portrait. 
Historical Truth in Epistolary Narratives 
The “truthfulness” of epistolary narratives cannot be easily claimed in referential terms; rather, they stand for a perspectival and subjective construction of “reality”. Notwithstanding, as I have already said, since letter-writing form autobiographical acts constitutive of the self, we can presume a correlation between the epistolary “I” and “lived” “I”s. The verisimilitude of this collage portrait of Bodichon’s Bildung is additionally attested by the ‘intersubjective truth’ that emerges from Bodichon’s epistolary exchanges.
 We work on the assumption that what is written on paper makes sense to both parties by virtue of the “epistolary pact” that binds letter-writers. We reconstruct and interpret Bodichon’s epistolary portrait on the basis of the perspectival and intersubjective “truth”. 
Drawing on the notion of narrated “I” – ‘the version of the self that the narrating “I” chooses to constitute through recollection for the reader’,
 I suggest that the epistolary “I” is not the only source of signification. Rather it is a twofold mechanism of meaning-construction: the intended reader is also a source of meaning-creation of the narrated “I”. It is in the addressees’ letters to Bodichon or in letters not addressed to Bodichon referring to her that this meaning is inscribed. These epistolary narratives provide a second-person dimension of Bodichon – an interpretative response to the image she circulated. The narrated “I” is vulnerable to further “authorial loss” due to the nuanced meanings we, external readers, attribute to it. We read epistolary narratives through the lens of our own subject positions embedded within context-specific discursive fields. That is, we attribute nuanced meanings to Bodichon’s Bildung. 

A Cross-Epistemological Approach to Epistolary Research
My performative reading of Bodichon’s personal correspondence is underpinned by a cross-epistemological approach to epistolary research. In line with poststructuralism, I conceive letters as mediated sources: epistolary narratives are articulated within permeating discourses and conditioned by the epistolary genre and I understand that intended readers of letters (and researchers today) are sources of signification too. Yet, in line with women’s historians warnings of the ‘immobilizing’ effects of poststructuralist understandings of experience, my reading of Bodichon’s letters accounts for her agency: how Bodichon succeeded in individuating her subjectivity – how she forged her Bildung – in the context of a male-dominated society.   

The mediated nature of letters as empirical data warns us against positivist methods of source authentication and interpretation that lead to the comprehension of incontrovertible truth. Instead, I disclaim that the self that emerges from epistolary narratives is “flesh-and-blood” Bodichon. Her letters are epistolary self-projections: the self-images she circulated. Only as a hypothesis we can presume that Bodichon’s epistolary “I” may broadly correspond to how she was during her lifetime. Contra unproblematized claims of referentiality, this “truth” is a perspectival reconstruction of “reality”. 
Likewise, endorsing postmodern critiques of totalizing metanarratives, I conceive my historical account of Bodichon’s Bildung as a subjective and incomplete interpretation, contingent (upon new knowledge). At the same time, I conceive my historical account of Bodichon’s Bildung as contributing to the larger picture of historical knowledge. As poststructuralist/postmodern historians disclaim, disparate scraps of discontinuous information garnered from different sources cannot bring in the definitive history of an individual. Nonetheless, the different sources of knowledge about Bodichon aforementioned (though partial, perspectival and mediated) complicate and enhance our understanding of Bodichon’s Bildung. Indeed, while acknowledging the never conclusive nature of historical inquiry, I wish to retain, to a certain extent, the belief in the cumulative advance of historical knowledge. Or else, I fear the discipline would become what some nihilist postmodern stances suggest: that the discipline is a doomed project. 
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