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MY SISTER HAUNTS ME: SORORAL SPECTRES AND
THE “OTHERNESS”OF FEMALE SEXUAL DESIRE IN THE
MID-NINETEENTH CENTURY GHOST STORY
Fiona Snailham*

University of Greenwich, London, UK

ABSTRACT
The ghost, in its very essence, is “Other”. It sits on the boundaries between life
and death, reminding the living of the actuality of their existence and
challenging their perceptions of the permanence of self. Applying Hegel’s
model of intersubjectivity to depictions of feminine phantoms, this essay
explores women’s ghost stories as representations of, and commentary on,
the “otherness” of women’s sexuality in the mid-nineteenth century. Focusing
on the centrality of the sororal relationship in supernatural fiction by
Elizabeth Gaskell and Eliza Lynn Linton, the paper considers sorority as a
narrative device through which texts explore, reflect and possibly embed
ideologies surrounding female sexual desire.

KEYWORDS Ghost story; female sexuality; sorority; Eliza Lynn Linton; Elizabeth Gaskell

***

I should have regarded a kiss from her as a very peculiar favour, yet I did not
like to receive one as a mere matter of form in response to a request…
[Minnie]… advanced a little, stooped down slightly, our lips met firmly, a
fervent kiss was recorded on the surrounding atmosphere. I was distinctly con-
scious of two impressions: the peculiar thrill of affection which passed through
me, and the physical conformation of Minnie’s lips.1

On 7th June 1878, British spiritualist and publisher James Burns wrote an
account of his attendance at a séance hosted by the spiritualist Annie Fair-
lamb. The description notes kisses received by the guests: tokens of
affection given not by Fairlamb herself, but by “Minnie” and “Cissy”, the
spirits ostensibly materialised through the medium’s body. In a discussion
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of women and spiritualism in late Victorian England, Alex Owen uses
Burns’s account to note the existence of a “subterranean theme of sexuality”
running through the practice of late nineteenth-century trance mediums.2 By
enabling the apparition of the spiritual “Other” in physical form, possession
enabled the expression of sexuality in ways that countered normative
definitions of feminine behaviour. Marlene Tromp makes a similar point,
noting possession as a blurring of the boundary between spirit and flesh
which led to an association between Spiritualism and “disruptive sexuality”
and “made possible women’s ability to take on new roles, particularly as
they related to their intimate relationships”.3 Taking this conceptualisation
of Spiritualism as a means of manifesting female sexuality away from the
séance room and into the pages of the ghost story, this paper examines lit-
erary depictions of the spirit world as representations of, and commentary
on, the “otherness” of female sexual desire in the mid-nineteenth century
ghost story.

The ghost, in its very essence, is “other”. A shadow of its former being, the
ghost’s existence amongst its human counterparts highlights its atemporal-
ity, the ephemeral nature of its visitations and its position on the periphery
of life. A Hegelian model of intersubjectivity can be useful in considering the
relationship between the ghost and its human observer. In The Phenomenol-
ogy of the Mind, Hegel suggests that awareness of “Self” is dependent on the
existence of, and interaction with, the “Other”. In meeting an external
counterpart, the individual consciousness (the subject) “finds that it immedi-
ately is and is not another consciousness”, learning that both itself and the
independent object are “the mediating term to the other”. 4 At this point,
the subject and the object enter into a struggle for self-liberation, a “trial
by death” that can only be avoided if the self and other agree to enter into
a master-slave relationship, one consciousness consenting to acknowledge
itself as subordinate to the other.5 Applied to spectral relationships, the
otherness of a phantasmal apparition reminds the human seer (the
subject) of the actuality of their own existence whilst simultaneously challen-
ging the dominance of the observer’s self. The struggle between the living
and the dead can then either be resolved by the sublation of one to the
other, or by the permanent removal of either the visitant or the visited, as
occurs in each of the stories discussed below.

The Hegelian dyad is not just useful to a discussion of the supernatural.
Historically, the relationship between “Self” and “Other” has also been
applied to the position of women within society. In the mid-twentieth
century Simone de Beauvoir commented upon the categorisation of
woman as an objective counterpart to man’s subjective self, critiquing patri-
archal societies for holding man as “Absolute” and “essential”; the “Subject”
against which woman is defined and differentiated as “inessential” and
“Other”.6 More recently, Leila Silvana May has considered Hegelian
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models of feminine “otherness” within literary depictions of Victorian sib-
lingship, focusing on the constraints placed upon, and circumnavigated
by, sisters seeking to establish a sense of self, a personal identity that can
fit within, and exist outside, the traditional family unit.7 Applying gendered
constructions of “otherness” to an exploration of work by Victorian women
ghost writers, Vanessa Dickerson parallels the ghost’s position as ephemeral
“Other” with the liminal place occupied by the Victorian woman, “destined
to be seen but unseen” within a patriarchal society.8 These conceptions of
woman, sister and ghost as somehow “other” are all foregrounded in Eliza-
beth Gaskell’s “The Old Nurse’s Story” (1852) and Eliza Lynn Linton’s “The
Old Lady’s Story” (1854). In each tale, phantom visitors intrude into dom-
estic life: ghosts primarily appear to women spectators, and female desire
is attached to, and measured against, the needs and constraints of the patri-
archy. Both stories were published as sections of longer framed narratives in
Christmas editions of Household Words. An affordable weekly journal aimed
at the family audience, which required a delicate approach to the topic of
female sexuality and extra-marital attraction. The ghost story, and its impli-
cations of desire long since dead, is thus employed as a mechanism that
permits its authors to explore female sexuality, a topic then otherwise
deemed unseemly for feminine discussion. The genre is used, in Simon
Hay’s words, as “a mode of narrating what has been unnarratable… of
making narratively accessible historical events that remain in some funda-
mental sense inaccessible”.9

“The Old Lady’s Story” is one of a handful of neglected supernatural tales
by Lynn Linton,10 one of the only ones in which uncanny events are not
granted a rational explanation in the closing pages.11 The tale centres
around an elderly spinster who tells the story of a love affair that led to
the death of her sister. Talking about a Halloween party she hosted with
her sister, Lucy, during their adolescent years, the narrator Lizzie recalls a
ghostly apparition that presented itself after an incantation designed to
prompt the appearance of a future husband. Dark haired, sneering, and
with the air of dominance, the spectre strikes a sense of submission into
its seer. Some months later, a mysterious Mr Felix moves into the area. Iden-
tical in appearance to the Halloween visitant, Felix’s presence has a striking
effect on the young Lizzie. Despite the strength of her father’s disapproval
and a series of warnings from her sister, Lizzie spends an increasing
amount of time with Felix. Whilst Lizzie’s desire for the newcomer grows,
Lucy becomes ill with concern. Although the effect of her actions on Lucy
and her father is obvious, Lizzie is guided by the dictate of her suitor and pre-
pares to elope. As the story comes to a close, Lizzie’s reputation is saved when
a second ghostly apparition halts the couple’s flight. In a final act of sororal
care, Lucy’s spirit reaches out from her deathbed to recall Lizzie from the

WOMEN’S WRITING 531



precipice of ruin. Soon after, Felix disappears and Lizzie lives a celibate life in
the family home, devoting herself to the memory of her sister.

In “The Old Nurse’s Story”12, Gaskell offers a similar account of the way in
which female sexual desire can destroy the family unit. Hester, the elderly
nursemaid of the title, recalls events that took place during her youth, and
we hear of time spent with her young ward Rosamond in Furnivall
Manor. Once home to the tyrannical Lord Furnivall and his daughters,
Maude and Grace, at the time of Hester’s visit the Manor is inhabited by
the two elderly women: Grace Furnivall and her companion Mrs Stark.
The house is a shell of its former self: one wing is shut off, the grounds
appear to be neglected, and the central rooms are haunted by the sounds
of an organ long since destroyed. Although courageous when confronted
by the ghostly music, Hester’s nerves are shaken when a phantom child
almost leads Rosamond to an icy death in the fells behind the house.
Terrified by the threat to her ward, Hester eventually persuades the servants
to tell her the history of the Manor and we hear of historic rivalry between
the Furnivall sisters. The relationship between Maude and Grace deterio-
rated when they sat against each other in competition for the love of a travel-
ling musician hired by their dictatorial father. Eventually victorious over her
sister, Maude married her sweetheart without anyone’s knowledge and bore
the musician a child. Forced to keep the marriage secret, she lodged their
daughter at a local farmhouse until her father’s increasing infirmity made
it possible to secrete the child in her rooms at Furnivall Manor. Unaware
of her sister’s marital bond, Grace continued to court the musician until
the sororal jealousies grew too much and prompted the musician’s depar-
ture, with Maude revealing the secret marriage in a final bid to triumph
over her sister. Seeking to avenge her injured pride, Grace revealed
Maude’s disgrace to their father. Unsurprisingly, Lord Furnivall refused to
accept a marriage conducted in mysterious circumstances and without patri-
archal permission. Beaten and cast out of the house, the child froze to death
on the fells whilst Maude lost her mind in despair. After hearing the servant’s
story, Hester faces further terror as the spectral child returns and the events
of Maude’s fateful night are performed by a phantasmal cast. Hester protects
Rosamond but is unable to save the elderly Grace who, confronted by the
ghosts of her father, her niece, and the sister she betrayed, falls into a paraly-
sis and dies.

Both “The Old Lady’s Story” and “The Old Nurse’s Story” situate a pair of
sisters at the heart of their discussion of female sexual desire. Writing specifi-
cally about the portrayal of sisterhood in nineteenth-century British litera-
ture, Leila Silvana May considers a series of “sororal formulas” available to
Victorian writers.13 Female siblings, she suggests, were often paired accord-
ing to physical and sentimental similarities, sororal bonds were reinforced by
a shared love for a brother, whilst other sisters bonded over their despair at
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not having a brother to love. The corollaries are also acknowledged in Silvana
May’s work: the sisters with contrasting characteristic, the sorority destroyed
by rivalry and opposing perspectives on life. As argued below, both Gaskell
and Lynn Linton engage with these established “sororal formulas”: their
stories depict sororal dyads that are, in turn, distinct in appearance and tem-
perament; that fight for or against each other; and that share a sibling bond
which is shown to remain even after the death of one of the sisters. For
Silvana May, these formulas can be paralleled with Lévi-Straussian
“mythemes” insofar that depictions of sisters, like mythemes, “disclose
more than they know they are revealing”.14 To explore the subject and
purpose of these mythemic revelations, it is helpful to consider Rachel
Blau DuPlessis’s assertion that narrative is “a version of, or a special
expression of, ideology”.15 In their respective work on female friendship
and sororal rivalry, Tess Cosslett and Diana Wallace explore depictions of
women’s relationships as devices that reveal of ideologies surrounding
female identity and behaviour.16 This paper extends their arguments to con-
sider sororal bonds that exist across the division between life and death, pre-
senting each ghost story as relying on spectral sororal pairings as devices that
explore, reflect, and perhaps work to embed mid-nineteenth century atti-
tudes towards women’s sexuality. As discussed below, in applying the
sororal formula across the life-death divide, Gaskell and Lynn Linton’s
stories suggest literal representations of Hegel’s “trial by death” in order to
highlight the incompatibility of conflicting ideologies of female desire. More-
over, in using female siblingship to engage with ideologies of desire, Gaskell
and Lynn Linton foreground the impact of societal ideals on women, prior-
itising the reality of the “Other” over the experience of man, the dominant
“Subject” around which patriarchal structures are organised.

Whilst establishing female sexual desire as constrained by the structures
of patriarchal society, each of the stories centralises women’s experience
by focalising events through a female lens. Although the male-female
duality is present in each ghost story, the balance is subtly redressed
through the narrative’s prioritisation of sororal relationships and women’s
observations on life. Female desire, the driving force in the destruction of
familial life, is depicted from the woman’s perspective, conveying the experi-
ences and consequences of physical attraction through a female narrator.
Drawing on the trope of the wise old woman, a feminine counterpart to
Jung’s Senex, Gaskell and Lynn Linton both utilise elderly spinsters to
present their tales. As Jungian archetypes, these wise old women symbolise
the “mana” personality, offering a “vital force” and the “power of growth”
to guide their audience through each protagonist’s traumatic first encounter
with sexual desire.17 Each unmarried and childless, the narrators’ advanced
age and personal circumstances rely on models of older women as detached
from their own sexuality in order to proffer advice from a perspective that
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sits beyond the impulses of youthful female desire. It is notable that these
supernatural tales are relayed to younger listeners: ungendered “dears” in
Gaskell’s story, and the speaker’s “dear nieces” in Lynn Linton’s tale. The
trope of the elderly narrator and the youthful audience is not, of course,
uncommon in the ghost story: a similar relationship exists between the
mature housekeeper and the party of young girls in E. Nesbit’s “The
Shadow” (1910), a tale that also hints at the potentially fatal impact of
sexual desire.

The narratives under discussion are therefore controlled by the female
elder and aimed at the adolescent listener. Moreover, the communities
depicted within each story are gynocentric: sororal relationships become
focal points within the plots, passions are felt by young women, and phan-
toms appear to a predominantly female audience. Men, when they appear
in the narratives, are reduced to stereotypes: fathers are either violent and
controlling or ineffective in their offerings of paternal protection, and
lovers are charismatic but ultimately villainous. Neither story offers the
male as a reassuring presence, and in each the female narrator reveals situ-
ations in which women must rely on members of their own sex when threa-
tened in any way. One would be forgiven for assuming that the narratives
might be read as women writers’ assertions of the female self over the patri-
archal restraints within which she must live. Such a reading would comply
with Vanessa Dickerson’s suggestion that the writing of ghost narratives is
essentially a feminist act – the text providing the writer with a platform
through which she might make herself, and her fictional phantoms, more
visible. Certainly, “The Old Nurse’s Story” and “The Old Lady’s Story” use
the ghost story genre as a mechanism for the discussion of female sexuality,
a topic otherwise unsuitable for feminine discussion. However, rather than
using the fiction as a platform to promote female desire as a natural and posi-
tive force, each narrative employs the supernatural to reiterate the dominant
male narrative that female desire ought to be socially restricted and con-
strained by the patriarchal structure of heterosexual marriage. Each spectral
tale uses the spirit world to position female desire as pernicious to the self
and to society as a collective. As discussed below, both stories depict
women’s desire as both a cause of socio-familial trauma, and an impediment
to the individual’s psychological growth.

The Ghost Story and Desire as a Cause Of Socio-Historic Trauma

The ghost story is often conceived as a means of addressing socio-historic
concerns. In a detailed history of the British ghost story, Simon Hay
acknowledges the historic tendency to foreground psychoanalytical readings
of supernatural occurrences, but positions haunting as a narrative device for
the exploration of wider moments of social trauma. For Hay, ghost literature
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is concerned “with suffering, with historical catastrophe and the problems of
remembering and mourning it”.18 This remembrance of suffering is twisted
towards the female experience in Melissa Edmundson Makala’s exploration
of the “social supernatural” in women’s ghost literature in the nineteenth
century. Highlighting the “otherness” of the Victorian female experience,
Makala’s focus on women as socially liminal leads to an assertion of
women writers’ use of the supernatural as a subversive means of “exposing
the social tensions and inequalities” of Victorian society.19 The points
made by Hay and Makala are directly relevant to this paper’s consideration
of “The Old Nurse’s Story” and “The Old Lady’s Story”, which explores the
supernatural as a means of approaching female sexuality as a cause of social
tension during the mid-nineteenth century.

Whilst the stereotype of the Victorian woman as asexual and repressed is
long established, the trope is almost certainly an historical fallacy. In The
History of Sexuality, Foucault famously noted the twentieth-century miscon-
ceptions of Victorian sexuality and their dependence on a model of hetero-
sexual conjugality that confined sexual activity to a reproductive function.20

Even during the nineteenth century, some medical textbooks were refuting
the notion of the passionless female silently submitting to her husband’s
desire. For instance, in an 1850 account of the Diseases of Menstruation
and Ovarian Inflammation, English physician Edward Tilt asserted the
strength of sexual “passions and feelings” in healthy women, noting the
potentially detrimental effect of the “privation of sexual stimulus” on the
female sex. 21 Writing for a medical audience, Tilt draws analogies
between male and female desire, highlighting similarities in the physical
responses of each sex to certain modes of excitation and demonstrating a
mid-century interest in female sexuality. As Carl Degler noted in 1974, a
survey conducted by Dr Clelia Mosher at the end of the nineteenth
century explored the issue of women’s perceptions of physical desire, with
participants reporting feelings of sexual attraction and an appetite for inter-
course independent of their husband’s requirements.22 Tilt’s bio-medical
text and the results of Dr Mosher’s study clearly conflict with the notion
of the Victorian woman as an asexual being, a stereotype which Degler
traces back to a conceptualisation of woman’s sexuality offered by Doctor
William Acton in 1865. Noting Acton’s assertion that “the majority of
women (happily for them) are not very much troubled with sexual feelings
of any kind”23, Degler argues that a mid-twentieth century critical reliance
on Acton’s work perpetuated the image of the sexually disinterested Victor-
ian woman. Through a detailed exploration of conflicting nineteenth-
century literature, Degler proposes a revised view of Acton’s writing as ideo-
logically motivated and more prescriptive than descriptive.24 Judith Walko-
witz echoes this sentiment in her exploration of Victorian attitudes to
prostitution. Noting multiple understandings of sexual behaviour,
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Walkowitz argues that critical adoption of one dominant, prescriptive, and
predominantly male narrative by twentieth-century critics has led to a
reduced understanding of the nature of nineteenth-century conceptualis-
ations of female desire.25

Contrasting accounts of female desire also appear in nineteenth-century
literature, within and against which these ghost stories sit. Drawing on a
broad range of portrayals of women’s desire, Jill Matus’s detailed survey of
fictionalised accounts of female sexuality and maternity highlights the
unstable and contrasting nature of the depictions. For Matus, the literary
depictions show the nineteenth-century women as sexually transgressive,
and/or conjugally dutiful, and/or passionless and asexual.26 Applying a Fou-
cauldian reading, Christine Sutphin explains these tensions by reference to
the underlying gender power dynamic and suggests that “the sexuality of
respectable women was accepted” but noting that this tolerance co-existed
alongside a desire “to contain it within marriage and to draw a clear line
between respectable and disreputable women”.27 To this end, sexual desire
can be viewed as “Other” when it leads a woman outside the conjugal and
maternal roles assigned to them by patriarchal social structures. The
sororal pairings in the Ghost stories under consideration in this paper cer-
tainly note the presence of this ideology, each presenting female sexual
desire as existing alongside, and in spite of, paternal prohibition. This
leaves the young women who experience desire as confronted with a
tension between, as Edward Tilt put it in 1850, “the headlong impulse of
passion and the dictates of duty”.28

The protagonist narrator in Lynn Linton’s “The Old Lady’s Story” finds
her younger self faced with this conflict, trapped between familial duty
and the influence of sexual desire. Positioned as a “painful confession”,
Lizzie’s story speaks of the “secret” in her past as a sin she hopes to have
“expiated” through her tears and “repentance”.29 Embedding the superna-
tural occurrences within a frame that relies on the language of Christian
redemption, the reader is conditioned to expect a story of transgression
and personal sorrow. As the elderly narrator continues, the narrative
recounts events from her past. She begins with the first supernatural
episode on All Hallow’s Eve, recalling how she and her sister Lucy gathered
with a party of friends to entertain themselves with fortune-telling games and
incantations. Lynn Linton draws on a typical sororal formula from the start:
the sisters are depicted as “entirely different”. Drawing on a recurrent trope,
from the physical differences between the siblings in Grimm’s “Snow White
and Rose Red” to the contrasting temperaments of Elinor and Marianne
Dashwood in Austen’s Sense and Sensibility, the story depicts Lucy as
“quiet, and fair” whilst Lizzie is “full of life and spirits”.30 As in Grimm’s
fairy story and Austen’s novel, the sororal difference is an early hint
towards contrasting approaches to duty.
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The evening described by Lizzie is one of “fun and mischief”, full of the
“innocence and thoughtlessness” that come with youth.31 As the evening
progresses, the girls’ youthful dares build to a crescendo and it is proposed
that Lizzie, the self-confessed “foolhardy girl” of the party, enter into a
remote room to perform an enchantment designed to reveal the face of
her future husband.32 Performing the ritual in front of a mirror, the young
speaker feels a change in the atmosphere and sees the face of a man
reflected over her shoulder. The phantasmal appearance marks the shift
away from childish innocence. The incantation requires the young girl to
eat an apple whilst wishing for a glimpse of her future love. The speaker’s
allusion to “Eve’s forbidden fruit” suggests not only temptation and female
transgression, but also a desire for knowledge that will end in some form
of punishment. Moreover, the narrator’s younger self moves outside the
comfort of the domestic parlour in order to perform her secretive act.
Drawing on architecture typically associated with hauntings, Lynn Linton
situates the visitation in an isolated room in a disused end of their “rambling
old manor-house”. Enveloped in the dark, the speaker recalls her younger
self carrying a “bed-room candle” (my italics) to light her way as she
moves away from the homely fireside of the drawing room and the frivolous
games she played therein.33 In implicit anticipation of the desire she does not
yet expect to feel, she moves towards the abandoned room aware of a “certain
nameless feeling of attraction”, her “heart beating with excitement” and her
“foolish head dizzy with hope”.34 As the speaker journeys from the childish
environment of the party to the deserted room where her future husband will
appear, she experiences physical reactions often associated with desire. The
supernatural apparition, when it appears, is a phenomenon that further
affects the young lady’s body: she feels “pressed on from all sides” by
“shadowy faces”, “eyes and hands”; the air feels heavy and “filled with life”
as “Things pressed up” close and “checked the breath on my lips with the
clammy breath from theirs”.35 Embedded in the description of the speaker’s
experience is a suggestion that the “sin” to follow is not one for which she
ought to be held solely accountable. When the phantom lover appears in
the mirror, he seethes with danger. His smile is one of mockery and con-
tempt, a sneer of “victory” that strikes the young girl into “a sense of sub-
mission”.36 The visitation suggests the dominance of the spirit over the
seer, of the “Absolute” man over the “subjective” woman, of unconstrained
adult desire over childish entertainment.

As the supernatural visitation comes to an end, the speaker recalls how
“something flowed out with me” as she leaves the isolated room. The impli-
cation of a desire roused and not doused sits within the suggestion of an
unstoppable spiritual force released to follow the young girl as she moves
back towards the innocent space of the family parlour. From that moment
in, she is haunted by the unspeakable feeling she experienced on All
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Hallow’s Eve. The desire remains a secret one: others cannot see “The Pres-
ence” that stays with her, “never absent”; nor can they hear the “whispering
voice” that wakes her from “wild dreams” and remains “busy” at her brain
and heart.37 The otherness of the spiritual visitation echoes the otherness
of the young girl’s desire: “Other” because it sits outside the constraints of
a paternally authorised marital transaction. Attaching the sensations of
sexual attraction to the spiritual world rather than a tangible male suitor,
Lynn Linton is able to explicitly describe physical reactions without
offending the sensibilities of the audience. Such delicacy was of particular
importance given the publication was aimed at the family audience. Along-
side the suggestion that such feelings of temptation are sinful, the narrator
emphasises the experience of female passion and illicit male dominance as
one that must be kept to herself.

The effect of this indescribable and invisible passion is the dissolution of
previous bonds: the spirit as metaphor for unfettered desire threatens to sep-
arate the young speaker from her birth family, inserting itself “like a cold
cloud” between the speaker and her sister, and drowning out the authority
of her father’s voice.38 As the speaker grows older, the spiritual represen-
tation of female desire gives way to a tangible human attraction: an exotic
stranger moves into the neighbourhood, his appearance uncannily similar
to the supernatural apparition of her youth. Like the spirit in the mirror,
his expression subdues; his presence bears her “away in a torrent”, and his
eyes thrill “through every nerve and fibre”.39 The language implies domina-
tion and physical sensation, and the effect of the speaker’s desire is a rift with
her family. With no mother to guide her moral growth, Lizzie is overcome by
her feelings of desire. In spite of her sister’s dislike for the stranger, and her
father’s refusal to allow the relationship, the young speaker follows the new-
comer’s commands to meet him in secret. Situating the protagonist between
the family and the lover, the narrative mimics the tension potentially caused
by female desire. The emotions and sensations experienced by Lizzie suggest
a shift from the familial to the conjugal, although, in each unit, the young
woman is under the influence of the male: she will always be the “Other”
to a male “Self”.

It seems that the problem for Lizzie is that this shift from child to adult,
from daughter to wife, is not authorised by the structures that govern patri-
archal society. The stranger makes a claim, asserting that “there are ties
which are stronger than a father’s commands; ties which no man has the
right, and no man has the power to break”, but the meetings are illicit and
no marriage bond is discussed.40 She has not received permission to move
from the family unit to the marital pair, and is thus situated at the centre
of a conflict between two men. As Eve Sedgwick notes, “in any male-domi-
nated society, there is a special relationship between male homosocial […]
desire and the structures for maintaining and transmitting patriarchal
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power”.41 Drawing on Gale Rubin’s articulation of marriage as the objectifi-
cation of woman as an article of exchange42, Sedgwick construes the typical
marriage plot as a triangular relationship which permits social arrangements
between men. Female sexual desire can have no part in these social arrange-
ments: as an article of exchange, the woman is considered desireless and her
preference is not considered. Indeed, the prize placed on her purity enhances
her value as an object of exchange. In “The Old Lady’s Story”, the exotic
stranger is not considered a suitable match for Lizzie: there is no social con-
venience to be gained by the construction of a marriage contract. Unfettered
by the restraints of androcentric social arrangements, Lizzie’s desire creates
tension and threatens to disrupt the family unit.

For Lynn Linton, the tension caused by female desire is brought to a close
by means of a second haunting. Lucy’s sororal concern is such that her health
declines. She succumbs to death as Lizzie is leaving her father’s house to set
up life with Felix. Poised by the window, the opening to her new, illicit, life of
desire, Lizzie sees “a pale figure clothed in white”.43 With a “face more pale
than the linen round it”, the apparition looks mournfully at Lizzie, silent but
enshrined with “deathless affection” as she beckons her away from the
window.44 Recognising the phantom as her sister, the speaker leaves her
lover outside the window and runs to Lucy, finding her dead on the floor,
“one hand stretched out as it in supplication”.45 Motherless, and lacking
effective paternal protection, Lizzie’s sister assumes the role of defender,
dying to save her sibling from “ruin”. Throughout the narrative, the sisters
are contrasted in order to reflect the tension between the virginal maid
and the sexually awakened lover; between obedience and rebellion;
between the familial bond and the desire for conjugal union. Lizzie’s
unspeakable feelings of physical attraction are juxtaposed against her
sister’s talk “of the sacred things of heaven and the earnest things of life”.46

Sarah Brown suggests that the sororal relationship is an ideal vehicle for
the exploration of womanhood: with each sister possessing “both an individ-
ual and a collective identity, variety and contrast are given special signifi-
cance and piquancy by the ballast of shared heredity and upbringing”.47

As Brown asserts, sisters’ shared parentage renders divergences in character
more pertinent: Austen’s heroines often demonstrate the range of attributes
that can be possessed by the sisters of one family. In “The Old Lady’s Story”,
Lizzie and Lucy present contrasting ideologies about female desire. Lizzie’s
wild passion leads her to act on a physical attraction despite her father’s dis-
taste for the object of his daughter’s desire. Her character acknowledges
female desire as a potent force that exists outside the authorised procreation
of the conjugal unit. In contrast, Lucy’s commitment to the family unit
emphasises the potential trauma that Lizzie’s desire could cause if not fet-
tered by the restraints of an authorised marriage bond. Prompted by the
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old lady’s opening remarks about sin, the reader is invited to choose between
the two sisters and the ideologies they represent.

Prefiguring the noble courage of Lizzie in Christina Rossetti’s Goblin
Market (1862), a text which also posits desire as a supernatural, fantastical
force, the old lady’s depiction of her younger self as saved by a sister’s act
of selfless sacrifice further shapes the readers’ response. As Helena Michie
notes, such juxtaposition works to embed the notion of female desire as trou-
blesome: for Lynn Linton’s Lucy and Rossetti’s Lizzie, protection of their
respective sisters reinforces the patriarchal “system that allows for the oppo-
sition between pure and fallen” (Michie’s italics).48 The “fallen” remains so
because she is continually judged against the authorised purity of her
sister: her desire is “Other” because it sits outside the bounds of patriarchal
permission. For Lynn Linton and Rossetti, the familial bond between sisters
can save a woman from the unutterable otherness of unrestricted physical
desire in a society which prizes women’s purity as a valuable asset in the mar-
riage contract between men. However, in Lynn Linton’s story, the cost of one
sister’s redemption is the destruction of her saviour: like the competing
ideologies they represent, the two sisters cannot simply co-exist: one must
be consumed by the other in order for the situation to be resolved.

In Elizabeth Gaskell’s “The Old Nurse’s Story”, the sororal relationship is
less benign. Situating the object of sexual desire within a house inhabited by
two sisters, Gaskell creates a tri-partite relationship. As with Lynn Linton’s
tale, female sexual desire is depicted as occurring without paternal
consent, an illicit force that therefore threatens to destabilise the family
unit. In contrast to “The Old Lady’s Story”, Gaskell does not use the spiritual
world to demonstrate the physicality of the protagonist’s desire, or the
sacrificial nature of the sororal bond. Instead, the supernatural apparitions
present themselves as part of a revenge narrative designed to expose the
destruction that womanly desire can wreak on familial relations. Positioned
as a nurse on the periphery of the family unit, Gaskell’s speaker is able to
offer an account that is not only void of personal feelings of desire, but
that is also detached from the bond of personal kinship.

Thus better placed to comment on the sororal rivalry, the old nurse offers
an account of a sisterly relationship turned sour. As Brown notes, “the close
affinity between sisters may produce a uniquely affectionate relationship” but
it can also provide “a breeding ground for bitter jealousy and competition”.49

In “The Old Nurse’s Story”, Gaskell’s sororal spectre can be read as a mani-
festation of the competitive nature of female sexual desire, as well as a com-
mentary on the pernicious effect that extramarital desire can have on the
original family unit.

Recounting a stay at the ancestral home of her young charge, Rosamond’s,
distant relations, Hester tells of the Furnivall sisters and their simultaneous
desire for a young male musician. During the visit, two hauntings repeatedly
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occur: music comes from a decaying organ on stormy winter evenings, and a
young girl wanders around the grounds of the manor house, attempting to
lure Rosamond to an icy death. In contrast to Lynn Linton’s tale, there is
no supernatural metaphor for the physical sensations of desire. Instead,
the hauntings demonstrate the destructive impact of illicit desire on the
family unit: the phantasmal music reflects the father’s rage at his daughter’s
inappropriate and unauthorised marriage, and the ghostly child is a manifes-
tation of the tragic results of the sisters’ rivalry. Whilst the hauntings speak of
prior destruction, the reason for the apparitions are withheld until Hester
convinces the housekeeper to reveal details of the family’s history. Delivering
the experience and context of the hauntings through working class women’s
voices, Gaskell draws on nineteenth-century beliefs that women and the
lower classes were more susceptible to visitation from the spirit world.50

Indeed, the craze for spiritualism in mid-nineteenth-century England can
be traced to women, via the arrival of Mrs Hayden andMrs Roberts: two pro-
minent American women mediums.51 Echoing the contemporary belief that
women were able to channel the spirit world more effectively than men, the
narrative is structured to award control of the story to women and, as in
Lynn Linton’s story, the female voice becomes the medium through which
supernatural occurrences are laid out for the reader to interpret.

In her discussion of the negotiation of female identity, Michie notes a
nineteenth-century tendency to “assert [female] identity in opposition to
… other women”.52 In “The Old Nurse’s Story”, Gaskell identifies each of
the Furnivall Sisters in relation to, and in contrast with, the opposing
sibling. Whilst Hester’s viewing of ancestral portraits reveals the elder
sister, Miss Maude, to beat her sister for “beauty, and… scornful pride”,
the dominance of the younger is shown in the removal of Maude’s likeness
from display, its position with “face turned to the wall”.53 In a scenario that
suggests Hegel’s “trial by death”, the assertion of Grace’s beauty comes
through the removal of her sister: the “self” must overcome the “other” in
order to triumph. A further opposition is evident in the locational displace-
ment that comes from the sisters’ feud for the heart of the “dark foreigner”.54

As Grace moves to the west wing, Maude occupies the rooms in the east. The
mirrored occupation reflects the segregation of family that occurs when
sexual desire leads to sororal rivalry. Upon Maude’s death, the east wing is
shut off, erasing her existence and leaving Grace without a sororal “Other”
against which she must identify herself.

As events become clear towards the end of Hester’s narrative, the reader is
able to experience the terror of the hauntings as they are relayed for the ears
of Hester’s juvenile charges. The final apparition replays the moment at
which the family unit was shattered. In a re-enactment of the scenes follow-
ing Grace’s betrayal of her sister, a phantasmal representation reveals Lord
Furnivall striking Maude’s child before casting both daughter and
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granddaughter out of the house and into the snow. Discussing the forbidden
spaces in Furnivall Hall, Emma Liggins notes the “irruption of the superna-
tural into the domestic space” as the doors of the East Wing burst open and
reveal the secrets of the past.55 As a forbidden space, Liggins suggests that the
East Wing “is organised around rejection and denial… the threat of illegiti-
macy and female passion”.56 In releasing its secrets, the East Wing reveals the
spectral sister against whom Grace must be judged. No longer able to assert
her superiority by the avoidance of comparison suggested by the hidden por-
trait, the younger sister’s truths are laid bare. As the spectral tableau unfolds,
the young Maude appears in “fierce and proud defiance”, reflecting her belief
in the propriety of her desire within the covert marriage contract.57 As the
paternal ghost descends, Maude’s bold facade melts into a wild and
piteous attempt to save her child, while the spectral reincarnation of
Grace’s younger self looks on “with a look of relentless hare and triumphant
scorn”.58 The impact of Grace’s illicit desire for her sister’s husband becomes
startlingly clear: by informing their father of Maude’s child, she brought
about the death of both sister and niece. The scene is an important commen-
tary on the sisters’ inability to co-exist. Confronted with the ghost of her
sister, the elderly Grace is forced to enter once again into a battle for dom-
inance with her sororal “Other”. Where the youthful Grace overcame her
sister by evoking the rage of the family’s patriarch, the older version is over-
come by guilt when faced with her sibling’s phantom. The horror of the re-
enactment causes Grace to fall into a stricken paralysis from which she never
awakes. The rivalry between the two sisters is resolved, once again, by a fight
to the death.

Female desire, occurring outside the social norms of a patriarchal society,
is thus shown to have ruined the lives of women across generations. Sisters
stand against each other, a mother and child are murdered, and the surviving
sibling removes herself from society to live as a childless spinster haunted by
spectral manifestations of her guilt. Gaskell’s depiction of the Furnivall
sisters reveals not only the effects of the enduring rivalry between sisters,
but also the destructive nature of desire occurring outside the conjugal
relationship. In considering the story through the lenses of historic trauma
and the “social supernatural”, the spiritual apparitions can thus be read as
commentaries upon female sexual desire as “Other”; a negative force that
ruins familial bonds when not legitimised by compliance with the dominant
patriarchal social norms. In a letter dated 27 July 1855, Gaskell tells her uni-
dentified recipient that she considers her stories “moral and sensible”,
including “The Old Nurse’s Story”, an “unexplained ghost story” that
“might not do so well for young people”59, a description that implies an
intended morality within the ghostly tale, and perhaps suggests the need
to shield young ears from any discussion of female desire.
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Desire as an Impediment to Psychological Growth

Of course, the ghost story is a multivalent genre, and offers itself up to a
reading that crosses various modes of interpretation. Simon Hay, for
instance, situates his focus on the ghost as a means of articulating
moments of socio-historic trauma against a recognition of the psychoanaly-
tical reading as a more dominant mode of reading ghost stories. Freud’s
spectral metaphors demonstrate how such an understanding lends itself to
an exploration of the construction of identity in relation to past versions
of self. For the ghost and the haunted, the self is assessed in relation to the
moment of apparition and by reference to some form of “other” self, existing
at another time. Existing across temporal zones, ghostly appearances can be
read as shadows of their former beings, unable to fully participate in life but
continuing to assert themselves on their surroundings. As Andrew Smith
notes, the liminality of the spectral presence “compromises models of a
coherent, self-conscious and self-present, conception of identity”.60 Lynn
Linton’s old lady spends a lifetime repenting for the actions of her
younger self, her inability to move on reflected in the need to relay the
story to her young nieces. In contrast, the surviving sister in “The Old
Nurse’s Story” appears to have detached from her younger self. However,
in presenting the final apparitions as extra-temporal versions of their
former beings, Gaskell highlights a construction of identity that occurs in
relation to the “Other”, not just as a Hegelian counterpart to the individual
consciousness, but in reference to past actions or past versions of the self.
Accordingly, the repeated appearances of the child-spectre and Maude’s
ghost can be read as psychological re-enactments of Grace’s prior actions
and as a sub-conscious manifestation of her continuing guilt. Grace must
not only overcome her sister as an alternate consciousness but, as Emma
Liggins notes, must “confront the ghost of her former self” in order to
move forward and bring an end to the haunting.61

Consideration of Hegel’s conceptualisation of desire further adds to our
reading of the stories’ depiction of the potential psychological effect of
desire on the woman experiencing the passion. In The Phenomenology of
the Mind, Hegel writes that “Self-consciousness is desire”, commencing a
conceptualisation of desire as a means of affirming identity.62 For Hegel,
desire is dependent on the existence of an object of desire that is situated
outside the subject, desire is felt for or of the external “Other”. Noting the
difference between Self as desirer, and Other as desired, the subject is able
to expand its own understanding of self: Hegelian desire is about the subject’s
need to transcend the difference between “Self” and “Other”. As Judith Butler
explains, for Hegel, “human desire articulates the subject’s relationship to
that which it is not itself, that which is different, strange, novel, awaited,
absent, lost. And the satisfaction of desire is the transformation of difference
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into identity: the discovery of the strange and novel as familiar, the arrival of
the awaited, the re-emergence of what has been absent or lost”.63 Accord-
ingly, suggests Butler, “desire is intentional in that it is always desire of or
for a given object or Other, but it is also reflexive in the sense that desire is
a modality in which the subject is both discovered and enhanced”.64

The dialectic nature of the relationship between the desiring Self and the
desired Other is revealed in the opening sentences of Hegel’s chapter on
“Lordship and Bondage” in The Phenomenology of the Mind:65 “Self-con-
sciousness exists in itself and for itself, in that, and by the fact that it exists
for another self-consciousness; that is to say, it is only by being acknowledged
or ‘recognized’”.66 To this end, the desiring self becomes objectified through
the gaze of the desired other, losing a sense of its subjective selfhood. The
only possible solution is through mutual recognition, the state where “one
consciousness recognizes itself in another, and in which each knows that
reciprocal recognition”.67 For Hegel, the solution is problematically hetero-
normative: the husband-wife relationship is proposed as the “primary and
immediate form” in which such recognition can occur. Situating Lizzie
and Grace’s desire as occurring outside any possibility of a marriage contract
makes it impossible for either to enjoy the personal growth achieved through
such mutual recognition. In prohibiting their marriage, Lizzie’s father denies
his daughter and her lover the recognition and personal enrichment that
would accompany a sanctioned union. Although seemingly legitimised by
marriage, Maude is unable to enjoy the recognition of her husband
because of the attention he pays to her sister. For each of these women,
the socially unacceptable nature of her desire means she will lack the
formal recognition of her desired “Other” despite losing a sense of her sub-
jective self. Compliance with patriarchal constraints is the price that must be
paid if desire is to be mutually recognised and lead to an enhanced under-
standing of “Self”. When women act on an attraction that sits outside
these authorised boundaries, they are shown to cause harm to themselves
as well as to the family unit to which they originally belonged.

* * *
For Gaskell and Lynn Linton, the ghost story genre is used to construct a

means of entering into discussion about the unspeakable nature of women
and sexual desire in the nineteenth-century. As discussed above, each
author uses sororal relationships to explore competing ideologies of female
sexuality. Whether reading the supernatural as socio-historic commentary
or as psychological observation, the two authors offer essentially conservative
takes on female sexuality. Drawing on Hegelian models of intersubjectivity,
women’s desire is shown to be “Other” when placed outside the social con-
straints of amarriage contract arranged between twomen. The rivalry of Gas-
kell’s sisters and the salvation narrative of Lynn Linton’s sororal pairing both
demonstrate that the unrestrained sexual desire of women can cause trauma
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to the family unit and, ultimately, to the woman herself. Womenmay control
the text as writers and narrators, but Gaskell and Lynn Linton ultimately use
the power of their authorial position to reassert patriarchal narratives about
the need to contain female sexual desire within an authorised conjugal
space. Like the ghosts that haunt them, the narratives re-assert the position
of woman as “Other”, her physical and emotional self assessed by reference
to a morality imposed by the dominant “Subject”, the Victorian man.
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