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“Willy is the happiest, queerest boy in the world. Harry [Henry James] the most 
lovely, gentle and good,” wrote Ellen Emerson, Ralph Waldo Emerson’s daughter, 
after spending several days with the James family in Newport, Rhode Island in 1862 
(Habegger 423). Privately circulating accounts framing the preeminent American 
psychologist William James (or “Willy”) as much queerer than his brother Henry 
wouldn’t have surprised those who knew the Jameses prior to the 1880s. But since 
the late nineteenth century, few historians and literary scholars have even discreetly 
alluded to non-heteronormative episodes in William’s life and intellectual career. In 
fact, up to the present, there is not one sustained, scholarly investigation detailing the 
queerness of William’s social, sexual, and professional relationships and exchanges.

This lacuna shows the salience if not success of a particular vision of William 
as an academic whose fearless thinking emanated from a ruggedly masculine private 
life. This image congealed into an outmoded, homophobic scholarly consensus that 
dominated the second half of the twentieth century: “normal” William is the object 
of his queer younger brother Henry’s desires and sexual fantasies. Even today, as 
this paradigm is less dominant, critics are typically silent on the vividly gender queer 
and ambiguously gay accounts from William’s early life. This custom is puzzling in 
light of a burgeoning scholarship on the queerness of his two most famous siblings, 
Alice and Henry (especially in the case of the latter).1 Beginning in the early sixties, 
many commentators took it for granted that these two Jameses were gay. William’s 
sexuality has eluded comparable scrutiny.

Eve Sedgwick’s Epistemology of the Closet (1990) was groundbreaking in shed-
ding new light on Henry’s queerness yet implicitly affirmed William’s heterosexual-
ity.2 Over three decades later, the field of Jamesian studies is still lacking in a deeper 
interrogation of William’s queer habits, preferences, and allegiances, which may be 
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far more evocative than Henry’s. Nor is there a clear sense of just how homophobic 
biographical narratives of these two brothers were prior to the twenty-first century. 
Yet seriously considering Emerson’s characterization of a twenty-year-old William as 
“the queerest boy in the world” need not require scholars to refashion him as “gay.” 
Moreover, a substantive reckoning with William’s non-heteronormative sexuality, 
relationships, and intellectual legacy is by no means in stark opposition with his 
(quasi)traditional marriage sixteen years after Emerson’s offhand assessment. In 
Undoing Gender, Judith Butler argues that “an exclusively heterosexual matrix” for 
comprehending gender identities and sexual orientations obscures particular desires 
and experiences and can thus “misrepresent some of the queer crossings in queer 
heterosexuality” (79–80). Several of the “queer heterosexual” young men that were 
mutual friends of William and Henry did indeed form intimate bonds and kinship 
ties that “may or may not be based on enduring or exclusive sexual relations” (26). 
According to Butler, a variety of queer “crossings occur more often than is generally 
noted” and “constitutes for some people what is most erotic and exciting” in life (80).

In a variety of fields, researchers, critics, and biographers have made passing 
observations about the queerness of William’s life and work. But generally speaking 
these commentaries haven’t significantly altered how a variety of sexual identities 
and practices within the James family are understood and interpreted. This essay 
investigates the queerness of William’s friendships and intellectual contributions by 
borrowing from Denis Flannery’s capacious definition of the term. In his analysis of 
The Bostonians (1886) in On Sibling Love: Queer Attachment and American Writing, 
Flannery argues that the term queer has the “capacity to signify a range of sexual and 
gendered possibilities, be they homoerotic desire or gender dissonance in a two-gender 
system.” Flannery also perceives the term as “cover[ing] permutations of the body, 
family relations . . . and, perhaps most importantly, moments in relations between 
persons when a key moment of sexual impact or sexual motivation is just barely 
within, but also utterly without, the reach of comprehension” (57). Henry’s fictive 
and biological siblings—queer or otherwise—are by and large absent from Flannery’s 
impressive, wide-ranging examination of the novelist’s published work. Our method-
ological engagement with queer studies rediscovers frequently overlooked intimate 
connections between Henry and William’s fictive siblings; we offer a closer reading 
of these ties by considering them alongside the overlapping, homosocial relationships 
the James brothers shared in real life. Not only did these social and familial bonds 
deviate from sexual norms, William’s philosophy of queerness elevated the value of 
countless other anti-racist, anti-misogynist friendships and spaces where stigmatized 
persons and intimacies could flourish.3

On the eve of the twentieth century, as mainstream critics became more comfort-
able hinting at (or making fun of) Henry’s tame manliness—as well as his decision to 
remain a bachelor—William was increasingly framed as unusually brave and mascu-
line.4 In the decades after these two luminaries died, it only became easier to reject 
any merited claim that William was in any way queerer than Henry, as common use 
of the term narrowed to connote non-normative sexuality. More recently, and despite 
how interconnected their lives were, only occasionally do discussions of Henry’s queer-
ness extend to include William.5 In an obituary reflecting dubious assumptions about 
these brothers, published in the Chicago Tribune in 1910, a journalist for the paper 
estimated that in the future, William would be remembered as “on the frontiers of 
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twentieth century thought, subduing the new land” as a public intellectual “who has 
fascinated, aroused, and dominated us by his thought.” William’s “position upon the 
edge of the wilderness” was not only undeniable—and curiously, arousing—for this 
unidentified person. The journalist also boasted: “It is pleasing to regard him as a 
pioneer in contrast with” Henry, “the novelist,” whose “face turned toward Europe” 
(“William James”). To briefly unpack these codes, manly men conquered native land, 
and womanly men flocked to European salons. And yet this obituary’s heavy reliance 
on metaphorical references to William as a muscular, imperialist, alpha-male could 
not be more at odds with William’s own notions of human resilience.

William’s correspondence illuminates a self-perception that undermines this 
duality; he saw his choice to live a life of the mind as a way of shrinking from pres-
sure to conform to a masculinist ideal. Alternatively, as one scholar has recently as-
serted, U.S. president “[Theodore] Roosevelt was, like William James, one of those 
who conquered the ‘sissiness’ of their youth—and perhaps a certain homoerotic 
disposition—in vigorous ‘manly’ pursuits” (Brooks 43). Putting aside whether or 
not William’s potential “homoerotic disposition” is founded, the “sissiness” of his 
“youth” can certainly be evidenced from primary records. In a letter from Brazil in 
1865, William informed his father back in New England: “I am convinced now, for 
good, that I am cut out for a speculative rather than an active life.” In an effort to 
clarify what his parents, siblings, and presumably all of his friends already knew, 
William explained, “I became convinced some time ago & reconciled to the notion, 
that I was one of the very lightest of featherweights” (qtd. in Machado 61). The 
illness William had recently contracted in Brazil (that almost killed him) played an 
outsized role in these positions. On the other hand, as this moving, heartfelt note to 
Henry James Senior suggests, William was very interested in ideas; even so, he wasn’t 
even interested in “subduing” these (he was on a research trip), or anything else for 
that matter. But in the decades that followed, countless influential publications like 
the Chicago Tribune sold the educated public a highly manufactured image of Wil-
liam as a machismo intellectual who chafed at weakness, feminine men, and cultural 
egalitarianism. Moreover, numerous letters penned by Willian complicate assessments 
like Wendy Graham’s, who has insisted that William was Henry’s “virile ideal” (66). 
Indeed, a voluminous, unwieldy base of sources clarifying the nonconforming character 
of William’s choices and thinking have yet to be compiled and analyzed alongside 
supporting commentaries (e.g., historian Paul Croce’s brief discussion of William’s 
“awkwardness with women” in 2017) (212).

Many intimates of the Jameses, including some of William’s students and col-
leagues in and beyond Harvard, including Gertrude Stein, knew better than to reify 
notions that he was either an average or exceptionally “heterosexual” male (Garibaldi 
276–77). In one letter written in 1909 to a friend, the Swiss psychologist Theodore 
Flournoy, William semi-jokingly informed this colleague that his wife Alice had rep-
rimanded him for proposing that these two men spend an extended period of time 
together without their spouses. Recalling what seems to have been a typical exchange 
in the James household, William explained that his wife thought “it infamous of me to 
have suggested the possibility of [Flournoy] coming alone [to the U.S.], and says that 
I judge you after my own likeness, being, she says, a man whose supreme happiness 
consists in absence from his proper wife!” (Le Clair and James 522). William’s use 
of “proper wife” here is more suggestive than it may seem at first glance. Consider, 
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for example, the fact that one of James’s biographers has recently reminded scholars 
that several decades earlier (as late as 1869), William was still making vows to never 
get married (Croce xiii).

Long before the onset of what historian David K. Johnson has termed the 
“lavender scare” of the mid-twentieth century, a concerted uptick in hostility toward 
queer people in the U.S. affirmed a culture of suppressing vaguely suspicious records 
like William’s letter to Theodore Flournoy. Perhaps not surprisingly, ignoring, dis-
missing, covering up, and flat-out denying evidence of queerness took many forms in 
the hundred years or so following William’s death in 1910. In 1935, one of James’s 
former graduate students, Ralph Barton Perry, eagerly celebrated his mentor’s “bold 
indiscretions, easy manners, and mischievous delight in shocking” (2: 701). But in an 
attempt to qualify the eccentricity one might otherwise associate with this description, 
Perry qualified that James “was original, spontaneous, but never ‘queer.’” On one 
hand, Perry’s use of “queer” shares much in common with Emerson’s casual remark 
decades earlier. On the other, by the 1930s, the term queer was already widely un-
derstood to be virtually synonymous with gay sex and sexual identities.6

In short, Perry’s two-volume ode to James was a steadfast commitment to setting 
the record “straight.” In one of several descriptions of William’s relationships with 
his “intimate friends and preferred companions,” Perry maintained that “the term 
‘promiscuity’ would be too strong, while to describe [‘James’s humanity’] negatively 
as an absence of fastidiousness would be too weak” (282). Perry’s denial or disavowal 
of James’s “promiscuity”—or the prospect of anything “too weak,” for that matter—
arguably speaks for itself. James, however, would have rejected Perry’s claim that he 
was “never ‘queer.’” What might scholars gain by re-examining assertions like these 
and seriously considering just how queer William was?

Decades earlier, in a famous postscript documenting his experience taking 
drugs (nitrous oxide), written while he was still high, William cheered: “Intoxica-
tion, and otherness than intoxication” (OSH 207). Over a decade later, in a letter to  
H. G. Wells, William denounced the “moral flabbiness born of the exclusive worship 
of the bitch-goddess SUCCESS” (LWJ 260). In our own time, over-the-top, defiant 
humor like William’s is much more closely associated with persons who identify as 
gay or queer rather than cisgender. James would have understood: he was deeply 
ambivalent (and in numerous instances, openly hostile) to social customs that ranked 
humans by their gender, sexuality, marital status, race, or class status. Indeed, Wil-
liam’s unconventional challenges to abstract, oppressive, and hegemonic norms and 
classifications establish one of the key reasons why he is now recognized as one of 
the most influential American pragmatists.

And yet there are clear limits to how scholars have comprehended and transmit-
ted this legacy. Given how rapidly homophobia has lessened in the western academy, 
it should not be too contentious to admit that most of William’s biographers before 
the twenty-first century would have shirked from describing him as queer. As a result, 
up to the present, an abundance of transgressive ephemera produced or related to 
William’s life and career remains both esoteric and under-theorized. This opacity is by 
no means limited to the academy. Since the early twentieth century, countless learned 
Americans have been taught to see and remember James as the cowboy-cum-explorer he 
posed as in Brazil—in sum, the antithesis of queer, weak, aristocratic Henry.7 William, 
on the other hand, was more apt to celebrate his cute outfits. In one campy letter to 
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his sister Alice, William proudly reported wearing “a neat yellow alpaca coat, white 
damask vest, blue cravat, and a pair of cinnamon colored pantaloons with straps, 
very tight, and a broad black strap running down them” (Richardson 13). This was 
an outfit for a flânerie, not a rodeo.

Intellectual historian Francesca Bordogna has offered one of the most strik-
ing—albeit brief and ad hoc—portraits of William’s “mystical or, perhaps, more 
earthly” queer “love with other similarly minded women and men” (215). Outlin-
ing the homosocial character of these desires in William’s fraternal and professional 
engagements, Bordogna introduces “a young Italian pragmatist [male] friend, whom 
James met for the first time half-naked in a hotel room, in an attempt to start their 
friendship on an intimate tone.” Bordogna considers this meeting representative of 
a pattern in William’s behavior, which extended to his correspondence with French 
philosopher Henri Bergson, “with whom James hoped to develop a ‘socially and 
intellectually endosmotic relationship’ (‘endosmosis,’ as both of them well knew, 
involving the intimate exchange of bodily fluids).” Bordogna explains, “[t]o James, 
these relationships—intimate, sympathetic, yet respectful of the individual’s autono-
my—promised the solution for all social conflict.” Though Bordogna never uses the 
term, outré physical experiences (and experiments) with male colleagues and com-
panions like these are undoubtedly queer. When William’s “intimate” relationships 
are not explicitly labeled or examined as such, his sexually charged intentions and 
encounters linger as little more than salacious sidebars. The tenacity of this mode in 
Jamesian studies raises a host of questions about these vignettes from William’s life 
that deserve more clarity and context: was it common for him to facilitate “intimate” 
meetings in hotel rooms with “young” male “pragmatists”? Who was “half-naked” 
in the private encounter that has been documented? As a final question concerning 
Bordogna’s important findings, why do close followers of the James family still know 
so little about William’s “hope” to have an “intimate exchange of bodily fluids” with 
Bergson? A conspicuous disinterest in asking and examining questions like these—or 
at the very least, in depth—is even stranger in light of the abundance of William’s 
queer correspondence and other primary records.

Obscuring the Art of William and Henry’s Bromance

Prior to the twenty-first century, relatively conservative commentaries on William’s 
life and thought were written by intellectually ambitious white men who identified 
as heterosexual. For the most part, these biographers, critics, and scholars regarded 
Henry’s sexuality unfavorably. Although it would be a mistake to either reduce or 
conflate queerness to a sexual identity, a more robust recovery of how William evaded 
heterosexual strictures would, in fact, offer a clearer sense of how these choices in-
formed both his private life and his esteemed career. In the 1870s, William was still 
describing Henry as “in many respects [his] twin bro” (qtd. in Hallman 3). Shortly 
thereafter, writing to his parents and siblings while traveling in Italy with Henry in 
1873, William semi-jokingly reported: “At present Harry [Henry] is my spouse” 
(qtd. in Novick 286). It would be a surprise if these thoroughly committed partners 
weren’t still sharing a bed together, as they often would before and during the 1860s.

Instead of taking William’s remarks at face value, an older generation of schol-
ars and other commentators emphasized a far more inequitable, insidious relation-
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ship between these two. These accounts affirmed widespread presumptions that one 
brother was queer or “gay” (Henry) and that the other was “straight” (William).8 
But William’s unabashedly queer declarations about his brother in the 1870s were by 
no means new to the Jameses. Just a few years earlier, William proudly informed his 
mother while conducting research in Óbidos, Brazil: “I have spent the last fortnight, 
since I wrote, very pleasantly, in this paradisiac spot in the house of a very nice easy 
going old womanish kind of man” (qtd. in Machado 84). Location aside, William’s 
description of his pleasurable two weeks with a “womanish kind of man” is the type 
of experience educated readers are more apt to associate with Henry rather than his 
older brother (Fig. 1).

In the mid-to-late twentieth century, Maxwell Geismar and Leon Edel were at 
the forefront of belaboring social and sexual differences between William and Henry.9 
Despite Edel’s unrestricted access to the James family’s correspondence, he reified a 
common belief among critics that Henry yearned for a sexual relationship with Wil-
liam. At the same time, back in the 1970s, even gay men like the novelist and James 
scholar Richard Hall assumed “that James’s apparent asexuality derived not from 
repressed homosexuality, injury, or hormonal dysfunction but from a profound and 
lifelong fixation on his brother William” (Kellogg 84). Hall reached this conclusion 
after reading the final volume of Edel’s biography of Henry’s life.

According to Hall, his own “theory of homosexual incest” that purportedly 
haunted Henry (a hypothesis that was also based on Edel’s published work) was 
later “confirmed” by his written correspondence with the biographer on this topic 
(Kellogg 84). In a letter penned in 1979, Edel assured Hall: “Your entire chain of 
evidence is certainly convincing to me.” Edel also noted: “The subject of incest has 
been neglected and in my volumes [on Henry] is only implicit; if I were writing these 

Figure 1. Left: William James in Brazil (June 1865). 
Right: John La Farge, Portrait of William James 
(1859).
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volumes today I would indeed make much more of this” (qtd. in Kellogg 84–85).10 
Elaborating on this speculative assertion, Edel allegedly informed Hall in a “private 
interview” sometime after sending this letter: “Once we agree on Henry’s love fixa-
tion on William, that [will explain] a lot of things” (85). Hall subsequently attributed 
Edel’s failure “to imagine a certain kind of [queer] eroticism, [and] to believe in its 
possibility” to “his own admission” that he was “heterosexual” (86).

To his credit, Hall wasn’t disturbed by what he characterized as “the central 
libidinal relationship between the [James] brothers” (Kellogg 85). Moreover, Hall was 
virtually a singular voice when he stridently criticized Henry’s most prominent homo-
phobic critic (Edel) and Maxwell Geismar. At the beginning of the 1960s, Geismar 
vehemently accused Henry of lusting after William. In a glaringly outmoded analysis 
of one of James’s queerest short stories, “The Pupil” (1891), Geismar claimed that 
the story was

a study of [James’s] familiar orphan princeling, who had the good fortune to 
gain an older and protective filial guardian. Perhaps this was what William 
James should have been; or what Henry himself wanted—but still how these 
curiously incestuous if not directly homosexual and potentially perverse 
relationships hovered around [Henry’s] unconscious! (qtd. in Kellogg 87)

Over a decade later, when Hall began publicly questioning Geismar’s “hints and 
speculations,” he became a veritable trailblazer in challenging both latent and visceral 
anti-queer critiques of Henry’s writing.

In a two-part essay published by the New Republic in 1979, Hall argued that 
“The Pupil” was “not the genteel equivocation on pederasty that it first appears to be. 
The relationship between [Morgan and Pemberton] is not that of a man and boy but 
of two young men. Pemberton’s naiveté and Morgan’s precocity close the gap” (Hall, 
Part 2, 28). Four years later, in a scholarly rebuke of Edel and Geismar first published 
in The Journal of Homosexuality, Hall explained that “[w]hile Edel describes [Henry’s 
short story, ‘The Pupil’] in pederastic terms ‘as a delicate tale of a sensitive boy and 
his attachment to his tutor,’ Geismar sees it in a darker frame altogether” (Kellogg 
86–87). As important as Hall’s early revisionist accounts of Henry and this short 
story were, he never questioned William’s heterosexuality (or at least not in print).

The next generation of James’s biographers introduced a broader lens on Henry’s 
queerness by either considering or examining whether or not he had sexual relation-
ships with his “straight” male friends as a young adult. In different ways, legal scholars 
Sheldon Novick and Albert Alschuler responded to and built on Geismar’s insinuations 
that there was something conspicuously “incestuous” about Henry’s engagements with 
the same sex. Though less offensive, in reality, this admittedly small sample of newer 
scholarship on the Jameses paralleled Geismar’s 1964 analysis of Henry’s novel, The 
Awkward Age. In the mid-1960s, Geismar denounced the queerness of Henry’s pro-
tagonists in this story, doing so by implying that these fictional characters were likely 
based on the novelist’s most intimate friendships in real life: “And with this small, 
conversant, ingrown group of high-society characters, all of them snooping around 
each other’s affairs, all of them discussing endlessly themselves and their friends, 
The Awkward Age was also a kind of dialogue of incest” (Geismar 175). It would 
be difficult to overstate how spiteful Geismar’s criticisms of Henry were in this era.
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In comparison, Novick and Alschuler’s discussions of potential sexual relationships 
within William and Henry’s intimate circle of young men might be best characterized 
as “second wave” queer scholarship. Like Edel and Geismar, these scholars identi-
fied—or were understood to be, or publicly identified—as “heterosexual” when they 
published commentaries on William, Henry, and their college-aged companions. On 
the eve of the twenty-first century, what united their most superficial observations on 
romantic letters, dialogues, and potential sexual encounters inside this homosocial 
circle was an inability to see men who are presumed to be “straight” as potentially 
queer. The following discussions of William, Henry, and Oliver Wendell Holmes il-
lustrates how this pattern has reified vacuous yet widely accepted assumptions about 
gay male youth. Alschuler noted in 2000: “Whatever the [sexual] relationship between 
Holmes and Henry James may have been, the romantic tone of some of Holmes’s 
exchanges with William James seems merely playful” (217). Why, one might ask, 
would Henry have lacked the capacity for “playfulness” in his queer correspondence, 
interactions, and relationships? Four years earlier, Novick contentiously posited that 
Oliver Wendell Holmes was the first man that Henry ever had sex with.11 Novick’s 
speculations about Henry and Oliver’s relationship inspired vociferous reactions 
from some James experts—but none more so than Leon Edel, whose “distress” over 
“deal[ing] with” the novelist’s “homosexuality” stretched back to the early 1960s 
(Anesko, Monopolizing 182).

But few if any of these specialists have publicly interrogated how Novick’s analysis 
and interpretations of this episode paralleled older theories promoted by Geismar, 
Edel, and many others: that Henry was preoccupied with instigating queer episodes 
with “straight” men in general, and William in particular. Novick maintained in 
1996: “I don’t think Holmes was inclined in that direction, but at the time, this kind 
of contact between young men, in the Army, [and] at school, was not uncommon. I 
don’t know who was the initiator, but I suspect it was Henry” (Kenney 15). But why 
so? Surely it was the path of least resistance to “suspect it was Henry” who initiated 
sex with Holmes (who eventually married a woman and whose extramarital affairs 
with other women are well known). Offering a sense of how queer relationships are 
still occasionally gestured toward, without plainly stating as much, Louis Menand 
has recently outlined Holmes’s and William’s drift away from their homosocial milieu 
after marrying women: “the unraveling was just the ordinary weakening of the bonds 
of young male attraction in the presence of a different kind of attraction” (337). 
Despite how “ordinary” these “bonds of young male attraction” may be, their very 
existence holds the potential to enrich how critics and scholars understand William.

“Oh! Bill [William], my beloved,” Holmes wrote at the age of twenty-six, 
“how I have yearned after thee all this long time” (qtd. in Alschuler 36). Seemingly 
romantic excerpts from Holmes and William’s correspondence have, for the most 
part, flown under the radar in scholarly monographs centered on or featuring the 
Jameses for decades. No one raises an eyebrow at these records since most readers 
and critics knew (or assumed) that it is Henry’s life, experiences, and literary output 
that should be marked and explicated as queer. On the other hand, inclinations to 
ignore or downplay William’s correspondence and relationships with Holmes, T. S. 
Perry, and numerous other men of all ages have obscured much-queerer narratives 
hiding in plain sight.
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In his autobiography, Notes of a Son and Brother (1914), Henry recalled sev-
eral queer episodes from his childhood with William, which should have countered 
this well-worn pattern. One of the most sexually suggestive is the naked painting 
session William arranged with his teenage cousin, without informing Henry: “unut-
terably it was the real thing, the gage of a great future, when I one morning found my 
companions [William and John La Farge] of the larger, the serious [painting] studio 
inspired to splendid performance by the beautiful young manly form of our cousin 
Gus Barker . . . perched on a pedestal and divested of every garment.” Anticipating 
how twenty-first-century readers might interpret this scene, Henry recalled that Gus 
“was the gayest as well as the neatest of models” (89). This episode was not unique.

Here it bears keeping in mind that it was a mix of homosocial and homoerotic 
ephemera similar to William’s sketch of himself in bed with Henry produced in the 
1860s (Fig. 2) that was arguably foundational in encouraging more queer scholarship 
on both Henry and Alice James. Almost two decades before Rosella Mamoli Zorzi’s 
groundbreaking edited collection that compiled Henry’s exchanges with a young, queer 
artist, Beloved Boy: Letters to Hendrik C. Andersen, 1899–1915 (2004), it was gay 
biographer Rictor Norton who used a queer painting as key evidence to speculate on 
Andersen’s sexual relationship with his older brother, Andreas.12 Norton’s account of 
the sexual intimacy between these two Scandinavians is a close analogue to accusa-
tions that posit that William and Henry had an “incestuous” relationship:

Hendrik was devastated by the early death of his older brother Andreas, 
who was probably his lover; [before his death] Andreas [had] painted a 
languidly post-coital homoerotic self-portrait, with Hendrik lying naked 
in bed with a sheet pushed down below his waist and bulging above his 
genitals, one arm behind his head, the other stretched out to pet a cat, 
while Andreas sits naked on the edge of the bed, drawing on a pair of 
socks. (186; see fig. 2)

Though far more sexual, the painting Norton describes is eerily reminiscent of Wil-
liam’s drawing of himself in bed with Henry. On the other hand, either sketch could 
easily serve as an illustration of the vignette about “Peter, awakening in the same bed 
with Paul,” from William’s Principles of Psychology (1890)—one of the few passages 
of his work that scholars have read and analyzed as homoerotic (PP 334).13

The figure putting on socks in Andreas’s painting is not a self-portrait; it is 
Hendrik’s friend John Briggs Potter. In the end, this is a minor misattribution. Yet 
the fact that Andreas painted such a striking, erotic portrait of his own brother still 
corresponds with the fraternal homoeroticism Norton described in 1998. William’s 
hasty sketch of himself in bed with Henry—completed the year after Emerson described 
him as the “queerest boy in the world”—is comparatively innocent. Nevertheless, 
William’s painting of his cousin Gus is (and was) explicitly sexual. When considered 
alongside his self-portrait in bed with Henry, Andersen’s painting sharpens a queer 
perspective of William’s celebration of intimacy between male bodies. In the years 
that followed, most of William’s male companions ended up preceding or following 
him in marrying women.

This trajectory is a key factor in why many of his most sexually charged interac-
tions with some of these young men are typically glossed over, or briefly described as 
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innocent trysts. Rather than dwelling on these queer exchanges, most secondary ac-
counts have only hinted at this activity. For instance, several decades before Menand’s 
impressions of this circle were published in The Metaphysical Club, Holmes’s biographer 
Catherine Bowen explained in 1944, “Wendell brought home young men studying 
law or medicine at Harvard, [and] drew them upstairs to his room under the flaring 
gas lamp. These men included: William James,” and numerous others (210–11). To 
be sure, it isn’t easy to discern and unpack homosocial motifs in Bowen’s summary 
of Holmes’s companions, who “were not embarrassed” to be whisked upstairs to 
Oliver’s childhood bedroom to discuss “the largest, angriest topics.” Nevertheless, 
Bowen’s decision to begin this roll call by naming William first—and including queer 
young men like Perry on her list—illuminates why Oliver’s conspicuously private 
fraternizing merits more scrutiny.

More than any of the other names on Bowen’s roster of “young men” that Holmes 
“drew” to his bedroom, Perry was particularly close with both William and Henry. 
In 1861, William jokingly chided Perry for the “ridiculous[ly] feminine handwriting 
(on the envelope)” of a letter he had received from him (Harlow 264). But in truth, 
William never really seemed to mind his romantic exchanges with Perry. At least one 
(if not more) of these letters that were first published in 1929 is vaguely erotic. In 
1865, Perry sent William what is clearly another “feminine” letter that begins with 
a provocatively queer rhetorical question: “Honest William: Alas, why are you not 
here by my side, to rasp my swollen throat, to bathe my fevered brow.” Explaining 
that he needed “a master-hand to cure me,” Perry also commented that he wished that 
William was next to—or in—his bed, “to direct the soothing injection, in short, to 
practice that art in which you so proudly excel” (Edwin Robinson 39).14 Perhaps these 
letters are examples of the “dialogue of incest” Geismar was so clearly disgusted by 
while castigating The Awkward Age in the 1960s. Indeed, Perry’s desire for William’s 
“soothing injection” is an illicit fantasy loaded with sexual innuendo—especially in 
light of how this letter begins. At the very least, the passionate character of Perry’s 

Figure 2. Top: William James’s sketch of himself in 
bed with Henry, rendered in a letter he sent to his 
brother (ca. 1863). Bottom: Andreas M. Andersen’s 
painting of his brother Hendrik lying naked after 
sex with John Briggs Potter, the young man putting 
on his socks next to him (1894).
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letter is certainly reminiscent of Alschuler’s description of the “romantic tone” of some 
of Holmes’s “exchanges with William,” which he suggests were “merely playful.”

When members of the queer circle the James brothers shared started defecting 
soon after offering marriage proposals to women over the 1870s, Henry’s reactions 
were particularly incredulous. A representative note Henry sent Perry in 1873 com-
manded: “Do write me a brotherly note with a few intimes [intimate] facts. A propos 
of intimes facts I have just heard of J. Gray’s [marriage] engagement. Passing strange!” 
(Harlow 289). As Eric Haralson argues in Henry James and Queer Modernity, 
“passing” in this era was widely associated with non-normative sexual connotations. 
Haralson notes in a discussion of one of James’s queer fictional protagonists, “that a 
man who has ‘passed’ for a gentleman before might in fact still be passing, performing 
straight and upright manhood rather than embodying it more authentically” (50). 
This observation is particularly apt for understanding Henry’s skeptical response to 
his friend John Gray’s intention to marry a woman.15

Bringing generations of authors and scholars into conversation who have writ-
ten about this understudied queer milieu should not be misconstrued as an attempt 
to “out” or determine the sexuality of these young men. As Eric Savoy argues, “there 
is clearly a broad spectrum of innovative work that requires to be read as queer—as 
‘queering’ the received accounts of Henry James’s life and work, and the life in the 
work—ranging from the conventional modes of academic criticism to various modes 
of life-writing that attract a wide readership” (119). Arguably these same principles 
might be applied to less “innovative” work as well. In fact, “queering” a wide-range 
of commentaries and scholarship on the Jameses would be especially productive for 
anyone interested in challenging common assumptions about who in the James family 
was queer (and by extension, who was not).

Henry’s biographer John Bradley has argued that the rise of homophobia in 
the early twentieth century was an underlying factor that inhibited analyses of epi-
sodes like William’s desire to paint a naked portrait of his cousin. “It is also worth 
recalling,” Bradley observes, “how in itself it had not been noteworthy that John La 
Farge and William James had placed 12-year-old Gus Barker naked on a pedestal in 
their studio” (Permanent Adolescence 22). In another description of this encounter, 
Bradley notes that Gus was “by all accounts an exceptionally beautiful 12-year-old 
boy: red-headed, strong, clever, [and] mature for his years” (Homo-Erotic Desire 50). 
Other James scholars have posited that Gus was a few years older—he was probably 
around eighteen—than Bradley assumes when William and John LaFarge painted this 
“exceptionally beautiful” male teenager, naked (Lewis 110; J. Halperin 22).

What is arguably much more striking in Bradley’s analysis of this story, however, 
is that he curiously follows a previous generation of biographers and critics in assuming 
this salacious experiment was formative for Henry but inconsequential for William. Yet 
humorous, sensual, and defiant stunts like these were arguably at the core of Henry’s 
insistence on outlining William’s “interest in the ‘queer’ or the incalculable effect of 
things” in his 1914 autobiography (NSB 97). In the 1910s, Henry’s gossiping about 
episodes like William’s art session with Gus Barker may have infuriated his brother’s 
wife and children. Regardless of their reaction, William’s family was well aware of 
how queer he was—and they were fearful that Henry was effectively outing him as 
such.16 But the legacy of William’s queerness was too far-reaching to contain forever. 
Or, as one of the James family biographers has posited, when William “was shortly to 
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bed with Henry, rendered in a letter he sent to his 
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painting of his brother Hendrik lying naked after 
sex with John Briggs Potter, the young man putting 
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feel . . . that Harry amounted to his ‘spouse,’ so glued together they were, so vividly 
and curiously did they replicate—in a way that might have fascinated William the 
future psychologist—the dynamic of their parents’ marriage” (Fisher 305). A few 
years later, when William finally followed Perry’s and John Gray’s lead in marrying a 
woman, he would, in fact, rigorously adapt several of his queer experiences as serious 
intellectual theories and pursuits.

Varieties of Feeling

If we look beyond the straight-washing historiography of the James family, we 
see that William James’s published views on sexuality have invited reductive misread-
ings—just as his biography was pruned to fit a masculine intellectual ideal. James 
discussed queer male sexuality with the same nuance and curiosity that he brought 
to other forms of non-conformity. James’s views on non-heteronormative sexuality 
are often reduced to a conspicuously homophobic speculation (see De Cecco 4). 
Such speculation posits that bodies of the same sex are naturally “repulsive,” that 
homosexuality must arouse “horror” in his readers, and that related practices and 
preferences can best be explained as a learned habit among “ancients and Orientals” 
(PP 1053–55). And yet this innate aversion to homophobia James outlines is only 
one of several related examples published over the course of his career. Consider, for 
example, cerebral James’s hesitancy to either shake hands or sit in a seat warmed by 
another body. He even goes so far as to write about an “anti-sexual instinct,” so that 
astute readers would have noticed how general fears of physical contact looms much 
larger in his psychological models than does homophobia in particular (Carrette 128).

James may never have sounded as radical a tone in defense of non-heterosexuality 
as Harvard dean James Mill Pierce, who in 1905 defended “homosexual love” against 
Havelock Ellis’s pathologizing account of same-sex desire (Wise 79). Yet in a book 
on the contemporary relevance of “Jamesian pluralism,” political theorist Kennan 
Ferguson sees LGBT legal rights as one of the most relevant applications of James’s 
work to contemporary politics (6). Ferguson argues that a pluralist engagement with 
sexual difference could provide invaluable progressive reforms to laws concerning 
marriage and sexuality. Though a few scholars (notably Margaret Davies) have ap-
plied Jamesian pluralism to juridical questions, more clearly should. In Ferguson’s 
sympathetic account of this interdisciplinary scholar’s thinking, “For James the negotia-
tions of commonality and diversity, of identity and difference, take place not through 
networks of power, but in ‘networks of acquaintance,’ strong relationships that hold 
among people and things” (8). The queer, non-hierarchical, non-conformist social 
networks of James’s youth presaged the boldly, precociously inclusive, non-hierarchical 
friendships he cultivated at Harvard (discussed below). William James’s commitment 
to questioning socio-cultural fears and assumptions offers an even more powerful 
impetus for queer theorists than do his occasional commentaries on same-sex love.

Pluralism questions the values represented by social institutions, such as marriage 
and militarism, and subjects these institutions and staples of modern life to reinventive 
impulses. Perhaps James’s criticisms of dogmatic traditionalism have not been widely 
registered as queer because they do not fit neatly with present-day standards for on-
tological skepticism, moral relativism, or even social constructivism. The pragmatic 
aspect of James’s thought lies precisely in the insight that tarrying in skepticism would 
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mean denying the norm-creating powers of history, habit, and biochemistry. Despite 
the moral imperative that James saw in resisting the exclusiveness of norms, those 
who discover the queerness of his thought often see his radical potential as emerging 
in spite of his explicit claims.

In a book on translation and transgenderism, Douglas Robinson discovers James 
as an ally in challenging the “ideological hierarchy between ‘normal’ and therefore 
normative interest and attention, and ‘deviant’ and therefore counternormative interest 
and attention” (7). However, in the very next sentence, Robinson writes that “this is 
an extension of James’s psychosocial model that James zirself didn’t highlight: like all 
social animals, humans in groups place significant affective-becoming-conative pressure 
on their members to pay attention to certain things and to ignore certain others.”17 
This notion that James did not go far enough is undercut later in Robinson’s analysis 
of passages from Principles, like “my experience is what I agree to attend to,” an 
excerpt in which he finds the implications for transgenderism so patent: “Sex-gender 
discontinuities are among the things we are not supposed to notice” (8). With his 
work as with his life, a projected image of a masculinist cowboy of the nascent field 
of American psychology has tamped down the queerness screaming from James’s 
commentary. This image routes even the most assiduously queer readers towards the 
sense that Jamesian pluralism does not already reverberate with a powerful case for 
queerness; in a peculiar turn, right there, “among the things we are not supposed 
to notice,” is an underappreciated, preexisting, queer dimension of pluralism. New 
readings of various passages of James’s work make plain that he called for rethinking 
conventions and hierarchies of all sorts, including those concerning sexuality. James’s 
pluralism is foundational for twenty-first century queer politics but is by no means 
evenly recognized as such.

James’s first major monograph, Principles of Psychology is the kind of magnum 
opus that is so full of passion for knowledge that this text refuses the distinction between 
public and private forms of curiosity. In discussing the topics of self, consciousness, 
and identity, the book includes what might be understood as a humanizing portrayal 
of male homosexuality. James argues that the Ego distinguishes its own thoughts 
from other people’s thoughts because: “The former have a warmth and intimacy 
about them of which the latter are completely devoid, being merely conceived, in a 
cold and foreign fashion” (PP 331). To illustrate the point, James introduces a highly 
eroticized male pair, Peter and Paul, two fictional characters who exemplify the normal 
phenomenon of experiencing the self as continuous when the two of them wake up 
together in the same bed:

Peter, awakening in the same bed with Paul, and recalling what both 
had in mind before they went to sleep, reidentifies and appropriates the 
“warm” ideas as his, and is never tempted to confuse them with those 
cold and pale-appearing ones which he ascribes to Paul. As well might he 
confound Paul’s body, which he only sees, with his own body, which he 
sees but also feels. Each of us when he awakens says, Here’s the same old 
self again, just as he says, Here’s the same old bed, the same old room, 
the same old world. (334)



54 The Henry James Review

Though this passage is rarely analyzed, its queerness has prompted a variety of specu-
lations from the few scholars who have written about it.

Writing for the European Review of Social Psychology in 2004, an essay co-
authored by six scholars questioned, “what if Peter and Paul are lovers and have lived 
together for years?” (Aron et al. 102). James’s use of a queer example to illustrate a 
“normal” phenomenon recalls Judith Butler’s argument in “Imitation and Gender 
Insubordination” that “the heterosexual economy, [which] implicitly includes homo-
sexuality” requires both gay and straight people to perform heterosexual mannerisms 
in order “to construct the illusion of a seamless heterosexual identity” (315). James’s 
scene explicitly questions the continuity of the self, but it implicitly questions the 
heterosexuality of the self under examination.

Who are these men who feel so compatible in bed together that they need to 
distinguish their thoughts from one another’s in the morning? Their relationship is 
not unlike Herman Melville’s Queequeg and Ishmael, two of nineteenth-century an-
glophone literature’s most amorous same-sex bed buddies.18 Peter and Paul may also 
be sleeping in a boarding house, where around one third of city-dwelling men lived 
at the time; even then, bedding together was hardly a given in these impermanent 
residences. In 1980, French historian Georges-Michael Sarotte read James’s passage 
as a case of an American philosopher who “affirmed the fundamental bisexuality 
of the human being,” long before Freud or Havelock-Ellis published similar views 
(81). James’s main point with this bedroom illustration is simply that it would be as 
absurd for these two men to mistake their bodies for one another’s as it would be to 
lose the capacity to distinguish one’s own mental world from another’s. But intimacy 
can blur such boundaries. By simply raising the possibility of body confusion, James’s 
inference is that the intimacy cultivated within this bed was not only mental and 
emotional but also deeply physical.

The Peter and Paul story is just one of several passages where James presents 
homosexuality as if it were neither socially nor biologically unconventional. In fact, 
even in the passage on “Love” from Principles where William discusses homosexuality 
in the negative and direct terms and emphasizes its shock value, the message is that 
all manifestations of attraction—including homosexuality and heterosexuality—not 
only require us to overcome our natural aversion to bodies in general but must first 
develop from habits:

Habit also fixes it in us toward certain individuals: nothing is so particularly 
displeasing as the notion of close personal contact with those whom we 
have long known in a respectful and distant way. . . . That the development 
of [the sexual instinct] in an abnormal way may check its development in 
the normal way, seems to be a well-ascertained medical fact. And that the 
direction of the sexual instinct towards one individual tends to inhibit its 
application to other individuals, is a law, upon which, though it suffers 
many exceptions, the whole regime of monogamy is based. These details 
are a little unpleasant to discuss, but they show so beautifully the correct-
ness of the general principles in the light of which our review has been 
made, that it was impossible to pass them over unremarked. (PP 438–39)
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Here James notes that it is “natural” that a person might develop to become more 
gay or straight, and the fact that the latter is considered “normal” is a matter of 
convention, a fact that is “unpleasant” because it undermines the idea that sexuality 
cannot be reduced to biology.

That social convention has no basis in nature is the main point of the chapter on 
“The Religion of Healthy-Mindedness” in The Varieties of Religious Experience—a 
chapter that uses Walt Whitman as its foil. It would be easy to read William James’s 
criticisms of Whitman as homophobic since, after all, Whitman was one of the most 
prominent non-heteronormative men of his age. But in fact James takes issue with 
the dogmatic faith that there is one single monolithic human nature in Whitman’s 
implicit argument that by rejecting “normal” society, we can return to a “natural” 
state of mystical happiness. For James, this view sets up one (utterly non-pluralist) 
utopian version of “nature” as a new “normal” that everyone should strive for. The 
queerness in James’s thought consists of denying that any one attitude or erotic pref-
erence can ever be natural.

James gives the poet’s faith the backhanded diagnosis of “once-born” and 
“healthy-minded” (VR 84–87). His use of the former term is borrowed from fellow 
radical thinker Francis Newman, who describes the “once-born” as “not distressed 
by their own imperfections: yet it would be absurd to call them self-righteous; for 
they hardly think of themselves at all” (qtd. in VR 81). Unsurprisingly for a man who 
believed that aversion to other bodies is an even more fundamental instinct than sexu-
ality, James sounds an anti-erotic alarm that would be heard as homophobic decades 
later when he maintained that Whitman had “infected [many persons] with his own 
love of comrades.” Most readers familiar with Whitman know that “comrades” is 
the poet’s iconic descriptor for gay men and sexually agnostic homosocial environ-
ments and encounters (see VR 85).19 Literary scholar John Tessitore perhaps more 
fairly describes Whitman as “an exact embodiment of James’s fears[:] metaphysical 
and sexual excess” (499).

James sees Whitman’s ideals—universality and a “gay” happiness—as intolerant 
towards dispositional difference—including the melancholia that often went hand-
in-hand with queerness as James knew it (in himself and in Henry and Alice). As a 
melancholic, James felt the need to defend himself against the all-blunting optimism 
he saw in Whitman: “in some individuals optimism may become quasi-pathological” 
(VR 81). James’s point is that seeming non-conformists like Whitman are all too 
“straight and natural, with no element of morbid compunction or crisis” (82). Tes-
sitore discovers that Alice James had a similar defense of her own melancholia against 
its pathologization as “queer and unnatural” and that she too was not persuaded 
of the superiority of the “healthy-minded” (qtd. in Tessitore 494–95). Tessitore sees 
James’s commentaries in Varieties as therapeutic occasions to deconstruct his own 
fears and biases. In a comparison of William’s and Alice’s capacities for self-reflection, 
Tessitore makes the salient point that both Jameses were driven by efforts to better 
comprehend what inner disposition made them more affected by melancholy than their 
peers. An author, like Whitman, who wants to appropriate non-heteronormativity for 
one personality type out of many ran counter to everything queer in William James.

Without directly discussing sexuality, James’s rousing critique of habit and 
abstraction offers a philosophically robust defense of non-conformity to traditional 
gender and sexual roles. James’s thinking on these themes evoked queerness without 
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naming it, thus approaching the topic sidelong (as befits the word’s etymology, quer, 
German for “perpendicular”). The indirect approach may have befitted the subject 
matter, but it continues to leave his contribution to queer thinking subtle and in need 
of analysis. But that queer angle has made itself more forcefully felt in the last decades 
of James reception.

Consider Mark Johnson’s homoerotic pun in The Meaning of the Body: “Can 
you feel William James’s but?” (96). Whether or not Johnson’s provocation was 
intentionally subverting gender norms for his male readers, he does diagnose the 
failure to feel William’s “but” as a sign of repressed desires: “If you can’t, then there 
is something wrong with you, something suppressed and absent from your proper 
self-understanding.” Johnson’s commentary suggests that these feelings—which may 
feel “queer” in the sense of being unsettling, because they are out of place—are the 
ones typically ignored en route to more “substantive” feelings that put us at ease.

Johnson’s reading of William’s transitive feelings echoes the gist of Eric Haral-
son’s reading of Henry’s usage of the term queer to express suppressed interpersonal 
feelings; in these narratives, “the revelation of a ‘deep truth of intimacy,’ [is] precisely 
where [Henry’s protagonists] have labored not to notice or acknowledge it—in other 
words, where they have not dared to feel it” (4). Johnson offered a similar proposition 
when he rhetorically questioned if his readers could “feel” William’s “but.” Moreover, 
Johnson argues that we should strive to regain the capacity to feel logical language 
in an embodied way. Somewhat fittingly for a theory of feelings that has habitually 
eluded our grasp, here and elsewhere, Johnson may have unconsciously clarified the 
carnal nature of James’s vaguely erotic theory of transitive feelings.

James’s artistic conception of the sensual in Principles states: “We ought to say 
a feeling of and, a feeling of if, a feeling of but, quite as readily as we say a feeling of 
blue or a feeling of cold” (245–46). There is nothing explicitly bodily about “but” in 
this sentence. Yet by drawing upon James’s pun, Johnson was able to highlight the fact 
that acute attention to everyday words has the effect of queering language: making the 
familiar unfamiliar. The very wording in James’s descriptions of “transitive” feelings 
has this effect. James modifies the syntactic function of “but” through anthimeria, or 
the figure of the word functioning outside of its grammatical place—thus queering its 
invocation. In that sentence, “and,” “if,” and “but” go from cold artifacts of logical 
metalanguage—features that are never the message and always the most abstract 
and impersonal of messengers—to a position whereby they become noticed in their 
own right. Illuminating the queerness of language paralleled James’s preoccupations 
with the societal consequences of failing to interrogate one’s habits. For James, habits 
have myriad unintended consequences, and not least, as a source of prejudice: “It 
keeps different social strata from mixing” (121). James viewed habit as the guardian 
of social norms, which, by extension, were conformist rather than queer: “Habit is 
thus the enormous fly-wheel of society, its most precious conservative agent. It alone 
is what keeps us all within the bounds of ordinance.”

After discussing the utility of habits that empower us to accomplish tasks we set 
for ourselves, James goes on to argue that we should guard ourselves against habit’s 
“conservative” force by making a habit of breaking habits:
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Keep the faculty of effort alive in you by a little gratuitous exercise every 
day. That is, be systematically ascetic or heroic in little unnecessary points, 
do every day or two something for no other reason than that you would 
rather not do it, so that when the hour of dire need draws nigh, it may 
find you not unnerved and untrained to stand the test. (126)

The main point of James’s maxim is that mental flexibility is not a given but a hard-
won battle against deleterious habits. This aim anticipates Lee Edelman’s pithy defi-
nition of queerness as a practice of gender and sexual nonconformity: “queerness 
can never define an identity; it can only ever disturb one” (17). A parallel between 
James’s position on the necessity of challenging habits, and the power of queerness 
can also be found in David Halperin’s explication of the latter: “Queer is by definition 
whatever is at odds with the normal, the legitimate, the dominant. There is nothing 
in particular to which it necessarily prefers” (62). While their theorizations of queer-
ness were published close to a century after James’s death, Halperin and Edelman’s 
perspectives think of queerness in terms of defying internalized convention within. 
Like William James, many leading queer theorists chafe at how harmful or oppressive 
some norms—or habits—can be and advocate questioning their dominance in our lives.

To change a habit can lead to a change in the desire one feels, especially when an 
anti-erotic view dominates social relations in the interest of “reproductive futurity.” 
Edelman develops this term for the conservative force most opposed to queerness. 
Unreflective adherence to the norm of child-rearing is so widespread and normal 
that—despite the fulfillment it may bring—it cannot be easily placed in James’s cat-
egory of the efficacy-bringing habit, like waking up at the same time every day; it 
falls rather in the category of the social habit, whose unintended consequences inflict 
invisible harm on the abnormal. The investment in children as replicated adult selves 
categorizes people by the abstraction of reproductive roles and constrains them to the 
mental habits of reproductive futurity. Those who construct their relationships around 
non-reproductive forms of eroticism break the habit of affirming future-oriented per-
sonhood (in its empty abstraction) in order to valorize more spontaneous ideals of 
selfhood in the here and now. Only a pluralistic society where people are in the habit 
of questioning habits will allow both to coexist without contempt—an ideal whose 
impossibility at present is palpable in the fury of Edelman’s polemics.

James’s Principles expresses his aversion to abstraction and decenters categories 
even more fundamental than gender and sexuality, like “human” and “animal,” as 
when he later calls it violence to classify a crab as a crab. “Probably a crab would be 
filled with a sense of personal outrage if it could hear us class it without further ado 
or apology as a crustacean, and thus dispose of it. ‘I am no such thing,’ it would say; ‘I 
am MYSELF, MYSELF alone’” (9). This cri de coeur on behalf of the crab (not merely 
a crab) positions identity beyond types and in the realm of spontaneous experience. 
By choosing a non-human animal, no more complex than a crab, James shows that 
particularity lurks in the forms of otherness that we most seek to homogenize. He 
claims that not even a mere object deserves the violence of reduction to membership 
in a class. We tend to overlook the countless unnamed things that constitute so much 
of our experience: “But in itself, apart from my interest, a particular dust-wreath on 
a windy day is just as much of an individual thing, and just as much or as little de-
serves an individual name, as my own body does ” (PP 285). In the turn to individual 
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experience more interesting classes emerge spontaneously in a manner that remakes 
established categories. The utopian hope would be that the new categories would 
be constructed more pragmatically, more ironically, and less rigidly so as not to shut 
down individuated experiences of difference.

James thus offers a program for resisting norms: resist unquestioned habits 
and abstract classifications—indiscriminately. The only way to maintain pluralistic 
open-mindedness is to fight those twin enemies—which are also the enemies of queer 
politics. Habits especially are the link between individual psychology and social 
hierarchy since they make us more complacent and less reflective. James considers 
it an ethical imperative to reduce the grip of habit over our actions. If we apply this 
intuition to gender and sexuality, the suggestion is that gender norms control much 
of our gendered and sexualized behavior and that we ought to work at the level of 
habit to take this control back.

While the discovery of queer angles in James’s thought may be new, scholars 
have built on the feminist and anti-racist potential of his writings on habit-breaking. 
Shannon Sullivan reads William’s persuasive case that habit generally yields socially 
conservative results and thus starts with his work on the topic in discussing how to 
combat internalized racism (37).20 Megan Craig finds many proto-feminist applica-
tions of James’s theory of habit in “Gospel of Relaxation,” a speech he delivered to 
the Boston Normal School of Gymnastics in 1895 (Tarver et al. 176–80). Craig sees 
James’s sensitivity to women’s struggles in his very choice to hold a speech at a women’s 
school. The content of these remarks included feminist applications of his doctrine of 
tuning one’s habits towards discipline and away from conformity. Moreover, James 
advised the women to veer from the (implicitly patriarchal) American fixation on suc-
cess in order to perceive marginal phenomena. According to Craig, it was sentiments 
like these that, decades later, inspired Billie Jean King’s “physical activism”—in short, 
straightforward yet profound challenges to prejudices against women’s bodies, and to 
hierarchies and distinctions between mental and athletic excellence (186). More than 
a half-century earlier, social activist and reformer Jane Addams frequently cited James 
as she developed a pragmatist feminism that questioned the perceived superiority of 
masculine forms of excellence.21

Undisciplinables

James’s commitments did not just play out in his writing; at Harvard; his social 
and professional life anticipated the power and necessity of more recent queer activ-
ism in the academy. While most of his predecessors and contemporaries shunned the 
public, James did not. In a book published in 1948, his former student Ralph Barton 
Perry explained in a distillation of his earlier scholarship on William that “[James] 
was concretely humane. He tolerated mankind not in principle merely, but in practice; 
and he did not merely tolerate them but enjoyed their presence in the flesh” (Perry 2: 
232). James was widely perceived among his peers in the last decades of his life as a 
Harvard insider who regularly chafed at and challenged the only institution—academic 
or otherwise—he would ever work for.

James’s steadfast commitments to female students and colleagues, Jewish and 
black students, queer undergraduates, and numerous other interlocutors reflect direct 
challenges to a heteronormative, white supremacist culture increasingly justified in 
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scientific terms. Indeed, in their recollections of James before, during, and after the 
1890s, several lesbian students recalled his immense support both in and out of the 
classroom. When Gertrude Stein recalled James’s invitation to the “seminar in psychol-
ogy” he co-led at Harvard, despite the fact that she was a Radcliffe undergraduate 
“who had not yet passed the entrance examinations,” she also noted: “William James 
liked thinking and talking and wondering about what any one was doing (265). In 
the end, or perhaps somewhere in between, when accepting his honorary doctorate 
from Harvard in 1903, James framed his school as a woman, and one with radical 
potential at that. He thus warned the school against imposing “a single hard and 
fast type of character upon her children,” maintaining that “our undisciplinables are 
our proudest product” (TH 8). With comments like these, James voiced his pride in 
the queer students who defied the conservatism typically associated with Harvard.

Though Radcliffe’s female students were not granted Harvard degrees until 1963, 
and admissions for the two colleges was not merged until 1975, James was almost 
a century ahead of his time in welcoming Mary Whiton Calkins in his classroom. 
Not only was she welcome in his seminar, he advocated—albeit unsuccessfully—for 
Harvard to give her a degree. When her efforts were rebuffed, James wrote to her 
that such resistance was “enough to make dynamiters of you and all women” (Rich-
ardson 308). Indeed, his words signal educational shifts associated with the 1960s: “I 
hope and trust that your application will break the barrier. I will do what I can.” A 
similar feminist orientation can be evidenced from James’s letter of recommendation 
for Lillien Marin, an associate professor of psychology at Stanford in 1906. Describ-
ing Marin as a “woman of first-rate intellect and admirable character,” among other 
warm things, James maintained that she was a “remarkably fine and ‘real’ human 
being” (Le Clair and James 520). While this might hardly register as significant by 
current standards, James’s latter comment explicitly defied gendering Marin’s personal 
attributes. In 1937, James’s former student Mary Raymond recalled: “With his many 
friends, both among philosophers and simpler folk, he established relations of loving 
intimacy; he stressed their fine qualities, their richness of promise, and their essential 
value” (James and Raymond 423). This essay published by the New England Quar-
terly included full reprints of several letters James sent to Raymond, including one 
from 1899 celebrating the permanent union and home she had settled into with her 
female companion: “I have been so glad to learn of you and Miss Shipman being in 
partnership again. When I went to California this summer, I had some hope of seeing 
. . . the cottage where you two were to end your days” (425). James’s kind, affirming 
words here share much in common with his avid support for Gertrude Stein’s queer 
lifestyle and creativity for several years, right up to his death in 1910 (Evans 75).

Finding himself drawn to an attractive, fellow Harvard undergraduate, another 
close student of William’s, W. E. B. Du Bois, noted, “I am really quite interest[ed] 
in him,” and then realized upon closer inspection: “He is a girl” (qtd. in Townsend 
249). Historian Kim Townsend has suggested that this and other records indicate that 
Du Bois was “much more flexible than James” when it came to challenging gender 
constructs (249). But in his own words, Du Bois regularly claimed that it was their 
mutual appreciation for a capacious humanism that inevitably “landed [him] square 
in the arms of William James of Harvard, for which God be praised” (582). Indeed, 
James’s affection for Du Bois was so sincere that he personally invited him to be his 
guest at a “philosophical supper” on Valentine’s Day (on a Saturday night) in 1891 
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(Fig. 3); for decades, Du Bois fondly recalled how formative James’s friendship, 
intellectual comradeship, and encouragement had been during and after his time 
at Harvard. Black Studies scholar Jeffrey Stewart has recently noted that the future 
philosopher Alain Locke was “very pleased” that “William James lived a half block 
away at 95 Irving Street” (52). That Locke, a gay, black Harvard undergraduate, 
would have surely been welcome in James’s home must have been empowering after 
the turn of the century, over a decade after Du Bois’s graduation.

In an essay on William James published in 1920, his colleague George Herbert 
Palmer suggested that James’s “inclination toward the under-dog, and his insistence 
on keeping the door open for every species of human experiment,” was not without 
consequences (30). Palmer further noted that while such proclivities “sometimes 
brought James into alliance with causes which his social set looked on with disfavor,” 
William’s conception of “friendship never dulled his sense of justice nor his zeal in 
vindicating it” (qtd. in Morison 5). Observations like these offer a deeper sense of what 
was arguably the queerness of James’s “friendship.” Moreover, Palmer’s recollections 
anticipate Francesca Bordogna’s summary of James’s unconventional relationships, as 
well as the ethical commitments Michel Foucault outlined in “Friendship as a Way of 
Life.” In this interview, Foucault commented: “To be ‘gay,’ I think, is not to identify 
with the psychological traits and the visible masks of the homosexual, but to try to 
define and develop a way of life” (138). These sentiments build upon two ideas that 
are quintessentially Jamesian: the importance of moving beyond abstract classifications 
(e.g., “homosexuality”) and the necessity of challenging habits that impede human 
flourishing and relationships. As historian John D’Emilio has pointed out, when the 
famed gay, African American civil rights activist Bayard Rustin “absorbed some of 
the work of William James” in Talks to Teachers (1899) “on habit formation,” those 
ideas never left him (24). D’Emilio also notes that James’s chapter on habits “made 
such an impression” on Rustin “that, years later” Bayard noted: “in a crisis situation 
it came back to me almost word for word” (24–25).

Figure 3. Letter from William James to W. E. B.  
Du Bois, February 9, 1891, Invitation to a philo-
sophical supper on Saturday, February 14.
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Over the course of his career, James found numerous ways of translating his 
queer thought into radical professional and institutional habits and practices. One 
student later recalled of William’s campy performances before and during teaching: 
“James’s fascination sufficed to transform even the bareness of a class-room. As he 
arrived flushed with walking on a winter day, without overcoat but with [a] rather 
rakish cravat and sportive waistcoat,” William then “moved restlessly about the plat-
form chatting with us rather than lecturing us. . . . He could make psychology seem 
as natural as small-talk. He almost gossiped about it” (Daniel Mason 66). Whether 
or not James’s outfit—and his “small-talk” about psychology likened to gossip—was 
one of numerous holdovers from the “sissiness” of his behavior as a young man is 
debatable. What is clearer is that some if not most of James’s students were clearly 
enchanted by his queer aesthetics in addition to his penchant for animated teaching.

Like Montaigne and Nietzsche before him, James is distinguished among phi-
losophers for his beautiful, aphoristic writing and his loathing of conformist thought 
and action. But there were also unique, unprecedented characteristics of James’s in-
tellectualism that actively challenged the conformism of the late nineteenth century. 
Distinguishing himself from his colleague, friend, and department chair at Harvard, 
Hugo Münsterberg, James once noted to himself, “I want a world of anarchy, Mün-
sterberg one of bureaucracy, and each appeals to ‘nature’ to back him up” (qtd. in 
Perry 118). In the end, James’s rebuff of Münsterberg’s theses on “nature,” in an age 
of deepening white supremacy and homophobia, is commensurate with the intellectual 
tradition that would later be termed “gay science.”

Gay science is an expansive philosophy that calls all social norms into question, 
including those around gender and sexuality. Nietzsche’s Die Fröhliche Wissenschaft 
takes its title from the translation of a Latinate cognate of “gay” (gaia scienza). Yet 
the connotations of “gay” remained fraught with sexual ambiguities in English-
language translations, until philosopher Walter Kaufmann first started using the title 
The Gay Science in his 1950 translation of Nietzsche’s work. In introducing this text, 
Kaufmann explicitly welcomes the word’s queer connotations, in part, for the “light-
hearted defiance of convention” that the non-clinical term for “homosexual” invites 
(Nietzsche 5). Fascinating intellectual genealogies like these raise an important ques-
tion for Jamesian studies: how much have we misread William by not acknowledging 
his legacy as a “proto-gay” theorist and practitioner?

It shouldn’t surprise those who study the Jameses that seriously rethinking, at 
length, William’s sexuality, and its impact on his published work and relationships, 
is long overdue. Of course, there is a laundry list of obstacles. Obscurity, brevity, and 
glaring omissions gesturing toward his queerness are hallmarks of the overwhelming 
majority of records stating or indicating that William was not nearly as “straight” 
as most people think. But when this diffuse evidentiary base—e.g., Henry’s canoni-
cal fictional and non-fictional stories, private correspondence, William’s homoerotic 
paintings and sketches, suggestive but inchoate secondary accounts and scholarship—is 
aggregated and re-interpreted without homophobia, a much queerer perspective on 
William’s subversive life and times comes into focus. While this updated framework 
will never be synonymous with “homosexuality,” or in binary opposition to “het-
erosexuality,” situating William closer to the former category offers a new way to 
think about his family’s contributions to language, literature, and (“gay”) science.

Figure 3. Letter from William James to W. E. B.  
Du Bois, February 9, 1891, Invitation to a philo-
sophical supper on Saturday, February 14.
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NOTES
In addition to invaluable feedback from anonymous referees, the authors would like to thank Mi-

chael Tondre and Joshua Specht for their comments on earlier drafts of this essay. All errors are our own.
1See, for example, Anesko, “Hardened”; McColley; Cleves (1071); Koch (62).
2It has been three decades since Sedgwick’s The Epistemology of the Closet (1990) broke the path 

for contemporary research on what she summarized as Henry James’s “proto-gay” legacy. Emblematic of 
newer scholarship, Haralson’s Henry James and Queer Modernity (2003) observes that several characters 
in James’s late-nineteenth-century novels “can be meaningfully thought of as ‘queer’ (or ‘gay’)” antecedents 
of both sexual categories in our own time (23). More narrowly, Haralson argues that James’s protagonists 
“correspond powerfully with . . . the modern male homosexual, especially under the stigma of aestheti-
cal ‘effeminacy’” (23). Sedgwick and Haralson’s interpretations of what might best be summarized as a 
“proto-queer” Henry James has become a standard rather than an exception in literary and biographical 
studies of the novelist.

3Our argument runs counter to a current in queer theory that sees queerness as individuating subjects 
at the expense of solidarity. Literary scholar Warner criticizes “expressivist pluralism,” which he argues 
has perpetuated conditions whereby queer people are more atomized and invisible for having nothing in 
common but their resistance to heteronormativity (xxvi).

4Commentaries on James in the late-nineteenth and early-twentieth centuries ranged widely, but 
many of his skeptics dwelled on what might best be characterized as a lack of virile masculinity in the 
author’s stories. For the most part, critics like Theodore Roosevelt, who referred to the novelist as “Poodle 
Henry James” in 1884, implied that men like James, who “were possessed of refinement and culture,” 
were wholly deficient in “robuster virtues that would enable them to come out and do the right” thing (see 
“Mr. Roosevelt’s Creed.”). Years later, in an unsubtle reference to Whitman in a poem devoted to James, 
entitled “Uncle Walt: The Poet Philosopher,” humorist Walter Mason commented in 1911: “I have read 
your latest story, Henry James; it contains no actions gory, Henry James; there is nothing there to shock; 
no man hits another’s block; all your people stand and talk, Henry James.”

5Consider, for example, Sedgwick’s discussion of Henry’s constipation, “The need to discuss his 
condition with the brother at home, for instance, mobilizes a drama of secret complicity (William: ‘It makes 
me sick to think of your life being blighted by this hideous affliction. I will say nothing to the family about 
it, as they can do you no good, and it will only give them pain’ . . . that both mimics Henry’s internal 
blockage and seemingly invokes the atmosphere of a sexual secret” (49).

6As historian George Chauncey has observed: “By the 1910s and 1920s, men who identified as 
different from other men primarily on the basis of their homosexual interest rather than their womanlike 
gender status usually called themselves ‘queer’” (101).

7For a recent reference to William James as “a space cowboy,” see Bromell (68). Back in 1925, 
Horace Kallen asserted that William had developed and promoted “philosophy that recognizes the tasks 
such a world imposes on the spirit of man, the call it makes upon courage, upon effort, upon a readiness 
to adventure on hazard—hazard of belief and hazard of enterprise—if life is to be lived not only, but won 
to excellency” (9).

8While most scholars and popular critics have emphasized the differences between the two James 
brothers, especially in their later years, conclusions along these lines have not been unanimous. An oft-
repeated witticism highlights their intellectual kinship, via the observation that William “was a psychologist 
who wrote like a novelist and Henry James a novelist who wrote like a psychologist” (Olney 46).

9For an important overview of Leon Edel’s early engagements with, and concealments of, the 
sexualities of Alice and Henry James, see Anesko (Monopolizing, esp. 182–85).

10Edel reportedly assured Hall: “You’ve opened up something that would make me want to reread 
James from beginning to end” (Kellogg 85).

11See Novick (109–11). Beginning in late 1996, a months-long public debate—primarily though not 
exclusively in the online magazine Slate, and led by Leon Edel, Fred Kaplan, and Novick—drew far more 
public attention to Novick’s claims regarding Holmes’s “encounters with Henry James” in 1865 (Novick 
110). For a detailed summary of the “acrimonious dispute [that] broke out” in Slate, see Atlas (133–34).

12Before Rosella Mamoli Zorzi’s 2004 book (BB), a collection of Henry James’s letters to young 
men (including correspondence between the novelist and Hendrik Andersen) was edited by Susan Gunter 
and Steven Jobe and published in 2001.

13This passage and its reception are discussed in the section “Varieties of Feeling” in this essay.
14For decades, William’s relationship with Perry remained an important divergence from the status 

quo as both men entered adulthood in the late 1860s and early 1870s. In 1869 William explained to 
Henry: “The more I live in the world the more the cold-blooded, conscious egotism and conceit of people 
afflict me and T. S. P. [Perry] is sweetly free of them” (Perry 1: 50). Four years later, William wrote Henry 
a similar complaint, explaining how all “the men with who I used to gossip generalities” were absent, thus 
leaving Perry as “my only crony” (Harlow 50).

15Several years earlier, in a letter—the date it was penned is uncertain, but no later than the Spring 
of 1863—to Thomas Sergeant Perry, Henry James ended his note with the following request: “Think of 
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me not with envy but with sweet anticipations of the adventures by omnibus and horse-car which I shall 
be able to relate, even as Othello did to Desdemona—” (LHJ 8–9).

16Anesko has outlined an array of tensions between Henry James and his nephew Harry—with oc-
casional references to his niece Peggy and his sister-in-law Alice—over the portrayal of William James in 
Notes of a Son and Brother. Most noteworthy here is Anesko’s discussion of Harry’s anger, and the novel-
ist’s concession that his nephew should be offended by the liberties he was taking in representing his father 
in Notes—doing so, in part, by deviating from actual letters penned by William (Monopolizing, 30–40).

17Douglas Robinson uses the gender-neutral pronoun “zirself” in citations throughout that mono-
graph to highlight the way that pronouns do or do not construct gender.

18Two years after James’s Principles appeared, Herman Melville described how Ishmael enjoyed 
sleeping in the same bed with the Polynesian Queequeg in a boarding house: “Thus, then, in our hearts’ 
honeymoon, lay I and Queequeg—a cosy, loving pair” (55).

19In Calamus, Whitman writes, “I proceed, for all who are, or have been, young men, / to tell the 
secret of my nights and days, / To celebrate the need for comrades” (342).

20Sullivan considers her analysis an against-the-grain reading since she takes James’s case for the 
necessity of strong habits as evidence that he values the conservative effects of habit (37–40).

21Seigfried considers James’s failure to articulate the feminist implications of pluralism a gravely 
missed opportunity—a position that arguably begs more (or at least some) consideration of Jane Addams’s 
engagement with his work around the turn of the century (“Feminine-Mystical Threat” 17–18).
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