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The last decade of the twentieth century witnessed the feverish proliferation of schol-
. arship focusing on the internet. Muchi of this critical excitement sprang from one of the
intriguing features of earlyinternet techoology: In its first incarnation, online communi-
cation was entirely text based. In the eyes of many observers, text-based social interac-
tions seemed to offer a freedom__ from the constraints of the body; cloaked in the
anomymity of print, users could strategically misrepresent themselves to others online.
For many, the internet stood as a potentially emancipatory arena, a space in whick it was
possible to experiment with selthood; in the words of Sherry Tarkle, sites such as inter-
net chat rooms served as “laboratories for the construction of identity™ Désp,ite evidence
that online masquerades frequently failed, and despite the fact that this type of experi-
mentation often left intact a variety of forms of prejudice, the internet’s promise to re-
lease users from their corporeal restraints continued to be persuasive.? By the end of the

decade, the notion that the internet enabled an escape from the limits of the body had'

become a Wldespread trope in American culture present not only in scholarly treatises
but in the rhetoric of commercial purveyors of the technology. Thus, in 1997, an MCI
television ad could promote the internet by proclaiming that, * People . . communi-
cate mind to mind. There is no race. There are no genders. There is no age. There are no
infirmities. There are only minds. . . . Utopia? No, the internet. Where minds, doors,
and bodies open up”

What all of these representations have in common is a belief in the ability of the inter-
net to reconfigure the real according to imagined constructs—to translate the actual into
the “virtual” But if the liberating and palitically progressive possibilities of this feature
of the technolagy have been well explored, the concept of virtual reality, resting as it
does on a problematic dematerialization of the real world, demands further attention.
Insofar as we cast the virtual as an abstract realm distinct from material contingencies
and conditions, we deny the very realities that enable the technology and in which the
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technology crucially participates. Strikingl'y, this discursive strain—the virtual as radi-
cally divorced from the real—continues to circulate at a time when the internet has be-

“come pot only a vast conswmer medium but also “the central production and control

apparatus of an increasingly suprapational market system.™ While the economic functton

. of the internet has become highly visible, many theorists remain reluctant to assess the
ways in which econormic considerations have crucza!}y shaped our fantasies, the cultural . |
_ meanings we have asmgned to the technology.

In'order to gait: perspective on what lies beneath contemporary dreams about media
tecknology, we might find instructive the case of an earlier communication technology,
the telegraph. Although at first glance it does not appear to share many features with the
internet, the telegraph did in fact raise remarkably similar issues regarding the status of
the bedy and personal identity in relation to technology. A telegraph operator was a

member of 2 commumty, as many as ten or twelve operators might work on the same
telegraph circuit, rapldly transmitting and receiving messages using Morse code. The .

wire was akin to a party ling, as every message transmitted over the wire could be read
by all the operators. On certain less-trafficked rural lines, in the intervals when no ofﬁ—
cial telegraph messages were being sent, operators would routinely have personal don-
versations with cach other over the wire. Given the nature of the technology, it was
impossible to know for certain from which station a given message originated. The op—'
erators on the line were suppesed to identify themselves at the beginning of each mes-
sage, but there was no way to verify definitively the identity of a given sender.* The result
was a form of anomymity analogous to that enabled by the nternet: On the telegraph cir-
cuit, it was theoretically possible to misrepresent oneself, to engage in a covert form of
masquerade, trying on a new body and a new social identity,

- The intriguing parallels between the telegraph and the internet may tempt us to col-
lapse the differences between the two media, But in casting the telegraph as “the Victo-
rian internet,” as the critic Tom Standage has done, we risk reducing the telegraph to the
status of mere precursor to the later technology.® Rather then positioning the telegraph
as the lost origin of the internet, we might instead seek to explore the technology on its
own terms, investigating how those actually invelved in operating the tgchnology con-
ceived of its pleasures and dangers. A little-known genre of literature, the “telegraphic
fiction” written by telegraph operators in the 1870s and 1880s, for example, makes the
crucial distinctions between the telegraph and the internet, between that historical con-

‘text and our own, clear. Yet telegraphic fiction: also has much to teach us about the curi-

ous fantasies in circulation around the communication technologies of the twenty-ﬁrst
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century. By exploring these zarly fictions, many of chh__seek to investigate the statusof

the body and personal identity in relation to the telegraph, we-begin to glimpse the de-
gree to which representations of communicaticn techhologies frequently serve as at-
tempted symbolic resolutions of larger contradictions within American culture,

By the late nineteenth century, when most of this telegraphic fiction was produced,
the telegraph was no longer brand new; it had been introduced thirty years earlier. But
when we follow Carolyn Marvin's injunction to shift our focus of interpretation from
technologies themselves to the social drama in which the technologies are used to “ne-
gotiate power, authority, representetion, and knowledge,” we discover that the tele-
graphic fictions of the late nineteenth century do-in fact seem to constitute a historically
new conception of the technology: ma sense, these cultural responses conceive of the
technology in new, unprecedented ways.® When we read this fiction today, we cannot

‘help but be struck by the stories that focus on the technolegy as a tool of masquerade.

From our contemporary vantage point, fictions such as Edward O. Chiase’s 1877 tale,
“Wives for Two; or, Joe's Little Joke,” seem to be eerily prescientabout the dangers of us-
ing communication techndlogies to tinker with identity. Setin a New England telegraph
office, where every evening there is banter, or “buzzing,” between operators over the
wire, the story seems nothing less than an avatar of on-line sexval cruising: Chase writes:

“Two of the girls would start it, perbaps, with talk of dress and furbelows, shy hints at vil-
lage beaux and gentle rivalry, then Joe, who was always on the alert for such chances,
would snatch the circuit from one of the fair ones, and send a different and perhaps star-
tling answer to the Jast question”” A practical joker, Joe frequently breaks in on discus-
sions, impersonating one of the cperators, to create embarragsment. The story’s plot

‘becomes tangled when both Joz and the male narrator fall in love over the wire with a fe-

male operator named Dolly Vaughan. Joe convinces another fexale operator, Mabel
Warren, to impersonate Dolly, so that the narrator might unknowingly switch allegiance

to the second woman. The narrator then visits his new love in person, spending the day
with “Dolly” and becoming engaged to her. At the wedding, the narrator discovers “the

cream of the joke”; When Joe unexpectedly marries the other female operator, the nar-
rator realizes that Joe has wed the real Delly and he himself has wed an impostor.

On the surface, “Wives for Two” appears to be a slight, if amusing, drama of mistaken
identity, a carefully caloulated romantic comedy of errors, With the final twist revealed,
Chase’s tale seems to deliver just what the title advertises—a little joke. Any satisfaction
for contemporary readers derives in part from an appreciation of this narrative as a fic-
tional foreshadowing of the, forms of identity manipulation promised by later comumuni-
cation technologies. But] would suggest that thisstory ismore than abumorous set piece;
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its depiction of at. on-Ene masquerade cannot be considered apart from its specific his-

torical context, Indeed, there is a great deal at stake in the scenarie traced by this nar-
rative, although the stakes become evident only when we read the story as a pointed
response to a particularly fraught moment in the history of telegraphy.,

The history of telegraphy in America s, in large part, the history of an industry. From
its introduction in the 1840z, the telegraph was a highly commercial technology; al-
though many other countries sought governmental control over the wires, in the United
States the technology belonged to a number of proﬁt—oriehted companies, By 1873, how-

ever, any competition between them was over, as Western Union, founded in 1856, fi-
nally secured-a monopoly.® With contracts and rights-of-way for most of the nation’s ’

wires, the comparty was 60nducting 80 percent of telegraph trafficin 1880, In fact, as Ed-
win Gabler cobserves, “the telegraph business was . £ynonymous with Western Union”
throughout the late nineteenth century.” ‘

But while Western Union dominated the market, it was unable fully to controf its
workers; the company’s labor relations were notoriously strained. Western Union had
experienced a widespread operator strike in 1870, and it suffered another damaging
walkoutin 1883, These actions only reminded Western Union management that theirin-

dustry relied to an uncomfortable degree on its human telegraph operators. Each tele-

graph transmission involved at least’ two operators; in order for a messé,ge to be

transmitted, an operator had first to read and understand it, translate it into Morse code
and transmit the dots and dashes over the wire (using the telegraph “key™), where another

operater would listen to the coded sequence {(coming in through the “sounder”) and con- -

vert it into comprehensible English. Far from being a purely mechanical relay, transmis-
sion depended on the operator, who therefore occupied a highly important pesition.
Writing in 1876, the president of Western Union admitted thet telegraphy was distin-

. guished frora other means of communication in that it required a human medium; “Pre-

sumably no one knows the contents of a . . . letter, except the sender, whereas, anyone

sending atelegram of necessity communicates it to another person, the operator. . . ™°
“The Tele_grapher’s Song,” & poem thet eppeared about the same time, drove home this
point, although in more celebratory language; in that piece, the operator “weave[s] a
girdle round the globe/And gnide[s] the Eghtning's wing”; “We touch our key, and, quick
as thought, / The message onward flies—/For every point within the world /Right at our
e]bow lies?t : :

Because the operator played a critical role in the system of telegraphic communi-

cation, labor gained a formideble influence over the: .mdusj;rys monopoly capital and
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the nation itself. A clandestine organization of Gperators the Telegraphers Protective
League declared in 1868:

telegraphy's very peculiarities enhance [operators’] facilities for self protection [against
the company], and while in its neture it must ever be controlled by a vast capital, its foun-
dation rests in our hands. Each individual operator is a component part of the great sys-
tem, without which the commercial interests of the country would be paralyzed, were
our services withheld for a single week. ™

Western Union's man:igement was uncomfortably aware of the operator’s leverage. De-
nouncing the operators’ strike of 1870, a company spokesman declared, “P.r;uictically the
intercourse of the continent by telegraph, on which innumerable interests had already
% And the company’s in-house journal

lamented, “the power of operators to annoy and destroy is vast and fearful ”'¢

learned to depend, was put in peril. . .

From its very beginnings, industry insiders had attempted to eliminate the operator
from the system. Samuel Morse, inventor of the code used throughout the industry, orig-
inally attempted to institute a system that would automatically transmit messages; he as-
sumed that such a mechanism was nécessary to guarantee the accuracy of the telegraphic
transmission. ' And throughout the late nineteenth century, industry corﬁmentators re-
peatedly called for mechanization of the techuology. ' Yet despite the efforts of the large
number of inventors whe attempted to introduce sutomatic telegraph machines, these
devices did not go into widespread use until the First World War; in the nineteenth cen-
tury, most automatic machines proved te be far more delicate than the snnple, sturdy

" Marse model, and very difficult to repair,

If, during the late nineteenth century, it was not feasible fully to automate the system,
it seemed crucial to control the operator, For capital truly to control the technology, the
laborer had to be reduced to a component of the machine. As = Western Union
spokesman argued in the early 1870s, “The telegraph service demands a rigorous disci-
pline to which its earlier administration was unused. The character of the business has
wholly changed. It cannot now subserve public interests or its own healthful develop-
ment without the precision and umfonmty of mechanism ™7 What was needed was a me-
diating agent who was not an agent at ali; the ideal operator would be i inexpensive and
easily subjected to management’s regime of “rigorous discipline.” This desire to control
more closely the unpi-edi_ctable human operator helps explain how the telegraph indus-

‘ try came to prefer women as operators., Female operators were assumed to be less likely

to agitate for better working conditions and higher wages, less likely to strike, and more

¢
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amenable to management’s disciplivary strategies. Indeed, management tended to cast
the female operator as an inert element of the commumnication apparatus. Thus it was not
simply that female operators could be hired at lower wages; they were also valued for
their putative docility, their perceived willingness to be servants of the technology and
the company.'® o
By the 1860s, Western Union's preference for fernale operators was unmistakable. In
1869, the company began a joint venture with the Cooper Union Institute in New York,
running an eight-month telegraphy course; the explicit goal of the school was to train fe-
male operators. The institute’s first anpuzl report phrased it bhuntly: “The experience of
the telegraph companies has gradually but surely comvinced the managers that their in-
terests would be greatly promoted by the substitution of women for men in the greater
number of offices™® A member of the Buffalo, New York, Western Union force, writing
in the early 1880s, noted that it was “onderstood that the policy of the manager now isto
£ill all vacancies with ladies—at about one-half the price formerly paid, of course
Yet if management widely predicted that “ultimately a large proportion of the
telegraphists . . . would be females 7 as a superintendent declared in 1863, the process of
feminization was very gradual and did not go uncontested.?! As that manager acknowl-
edged, the main obstacle to feminization was “the antagonism naturally felt by male op-
erators, who see in it aloss of employmeﬁt to themselvés, . . 72 Indeed, male operators
were acutely aware that the numbex of female operators was steadily-increasing. Omne
operator pessimistically predicted that by 1923, male operators would be completely

eliminated: “The Americen Rapid and multiplex/ Will be worked alone, by the gentle *

sex;l/ The men who now at the key do toil/Will have to die or till the scil "

Telegraph operator culture in the late nineteenth century can thus'be seen inpartasa
response to this perceived crisis of feminization. Male operators reacted to this crisis ina
variety of ways. Some addressed the issue directly, by writing editorials in industry pa-
pers or by making scornful pronouncements such as Jasper Ewing Brady’s confession, “I
wasn't overfond of women operators?? Buta far more revealing response surfaced in the
1870s and 1880s, in the stories and poems known-as telegraphic literature. This litera-
ture appeared primarily in industry newspapers and was produced and consumed by tele-
graph operators, although it was also aveilable to the publicin the form of published story
collections.? One of the chief venues for telegraphic literature, the industry paper the
Operotor, published from 1874 to 1885, provided a forum for the laborers to express
themselves. The paper conceived of itself as the only “thoroughly i.r]depenc[ent” trade
journal in the industry; it advertised that it was “devoted to the interests of the Tele-
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graphi'c Fraternity,” and “not controlled by any cofporation or comparny”® As the empha-
sis on “fraternity” suggests, contributors to the Operator were overwhelmingly male, and
virtually alf were operators themselves.?” Ihé journal’s poems and steries, together with
the tales written by the operator Walter P. Phillips, can be interpreted as a clear attempt
to combat Western Unions efforts to feminize the telegraph indusiry.

Many of these writers adopted the basic tactic of romanticizing the male operator. In

the very early years of ‘the industry (before and during the Civil War), male operators:

who entered the fieid had often ascended through the ranks to managerial positions. But
in the last three decades of the nineteenth century, as the industry became more rigidly
organized, opportunities for advancement within Western. Union diminished sharply.®
As Gabler notes, “low incomes and crippledmobility” and “narrowed skill ranges and
status” combined to_make those years “the dark age of the craft” for op'era_tor.s.? Many
telegraph operators in the late nineteenth century came to view their work in post-

lzpserian terms, saturating it with a fierce nostalgia for what was considered the indus-

try’s golden age, the years before the 1870s. According to this view, telegraphy was once
a true crait, practiced by mythic men known within the field as “boomers,” who were fa-
mous both for their skillful work and for their irresponsible debauchery. Writiﬁg under
the nom de plume John Oakum, Welter B. Phillips commetmorated the boomers’ charm-
ing eccentricities in a series of stories published in the industry papers.® But if the image
of the boomer pleased some operators; it worried others. At a time of industry rational-
ization, some male operators felt the need to dispute publicly the stereotype of the foot-
loose, fast-living boomer, by replacing this rogue figure with the image of the operator as
an upstanding hero and moral exemplar——a chivalrous “knight of the ke - in the com-

mon phrase used by male telegraphers.®' Although the “knight of the key’ " stereotype dif- '

fered from: the boomer image, both myths nonetheless presented the operator as a virile
male, and envisaged the telegraph industy asa highly masculine, homosocial realm.

While glorifications of the fraternity of operators worked implicitly to exclude female
operators, there were also numerous representations that addressed the threat of female
operators more explicitly. The writers of several works of fiction went to great lengths to
stress that the introduction of femaleoperators would result in a decline in operator com-
petence. In such tales, feriale operators are depicted as woefully lacking in the skills nec-
essary to operate the machines; often the work of male operators also suffers because they
are distracted by women working nearby.*? B :

But a far more intriguing and complex literary response to ferninization surfaced in an-
other set of tales, stories that can he read as veritable meditations on the relation between

97



98

Katherine Stubbs

the human body and communication technology. In these tales, the proximity of the
female body to the telegraph machine alters the technolagy itself, effectively disabling
it. J. M, Maclachlan’s story “A Perilous Christmas Courtship; or, Dangercus Telegraphy”
invokes just such a scenaric, When the main character of Maclachlan's tale falls in love
with  female operator who is willing to “‘do a flirt’ on the wire; * the result is a highly
eraticized encounter.* The main character declares, “Sucha burnmg streamn of affection,
solicitude, and sentiment flowed over that senseless iron thread, when not ruthlessly
interrupted by common-place ‘dispatches, that I often thought, when our words grew
warmer than usual, that the wire m.lght positively melt, and so cut the only link that bound
us in love together!™*

Despite the hyperbole of Maclachlan’s vision, his tale servesasa varlauon on what was

a widespread trope of telegraphic fiction: a depiction of the female operator as a threat to

the technology. In some stories, such as William Lynd’s “A Brave Telegraphist” and J. A.
Chppmger’s “Poor Dick,” the presence of the female operator disablesa ¢rucial function
of the technology: the confidential transmission of information. Qther tales, including
J. M. Maclachlan’s “A Perilous Christmas Courtsh1p,” Exie's “Foiled by a ‘Woman's Wit,”
and William Lynd’s “A Brave Telegraphist,” depict the female operator in dire peril, sub-
ject to a varicty of brutal assaults. By repeatedly emphasizing the female operator’s vul-
nerability to violent penetraticn, these stories suggest that the female operator is a weak
link in the telegraph network, ‘a theme that is crucizl to male operators’ arguments
against feminization. (The only logical way to restore integrity to the telegraph network,
the argument goes, was to remove the female operator from the industry; in numerous
stories, this is accomplished through marriage )

In a large number of these representatzons the female operator’s weakness—her vul-
nerability, her assailebility—is a function of the degree to which she is exposed to the
public, Throughout the nineteenth century, wage-earning women of any sort were con-
sidered morally suspect precisely because they promiscuously circulated in unregulated
public spaces, outside the safety of their putative natural place in the private sphere of
hearth and home, * At & time when even the most minimal contact with the public sphere
seemed to threaten feminine modesty, female teiegfaph operators appeared to herald a
new and unprecedented form of public exposure. Indeed, as the historian Sarah Eisen-

stein has noted, telegraphy was one of the most highly public oceupations open to women *

during this period.”_Male-authored representations of female operators thus often
traded on nineteenth-century beliefs about public exposure and female _sexuality. In
Thomas C. Nable Jr’s story “Old Robin York,” in William Johnston's “A Centennial-
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Telegraphic Romance,” and in G. W. Russell’s poem “Out-6f Adjustment,” the female op-_

erator emerges.as morally loose—flirtatious at best, sexually indiscriminate at worst,

The young female operator Tilly M'wens ruefully sums up these sentiments in the story -

“A Quandary”: “Telegraphing’s too public”

Seen in the light of these representations of the female operater, and in the context of
the contested gender relations that divided the telegraph labor force during the 1870s,
the identity masquerade limned in Edward O, Chase’s “Wives for Two; or, Joe’s Little
Joke” beginS to look rather different. The facetiousness of Chase’s sketch gives way to a
serious subtext. Indeed, Chase’s entire narrative is structured by its finel twist, the

punchline of the joke—--the spectacle of the male narrator successfully hoodwinked by a

“subtle exchange.” This carnivalesque upheaval of expectatlons a destabilization of the
order to which the narrator was accustomed, is a source of humor, but also of anxlety.
“Wives for Two” in effect emphasizes the ways in which the telegraph might be furned

into a duplicitous device directed against the male operator. Throughout the tale, Chase -

relies on the reader’s acquaintance with sterectypes about morally loose female opera-
tors—for if Joe is the mastermind, Mabel Warren, who serves as his willing accomplice,

. successfully executes his deception.

To recognize that “Wives for Two” is a cautionary tale, and not, as it would first seem,
a simple validation of the transformative possibilities offered by the telegraph, is not to
deny that there existed early celebrations of this aspect of communication technology.
But it does mean that we must carefully consider how fantasies about the technology re-
flect historically specific conditions, especially the economic and social tensions of the
moment, Elia Cheever Thayer’s 1880 novel Wired Love: A Romence of Dots and Dashes offers
a case in point. Perhaps the most extensive nineteenth-century meditation on the ways
communication techuology can be used to negotiate embodiment, Wired Love was pub-
lished by W. . Johnston (the editor of the Operator), and was heavily promoted in that
journal as the “first and only telegraphic novel It depicts the adventures of Nattie
Rogers, a young female cperator who falls inlove over the wire with an operator known
only as “C” (later revealed to be a young man named Clem). Over the course of the novel,
Nattie sulers several setbacks in her pursuit of Clem (a “Cupid, viewed in the character

of a telegraphist . . . switche[s] everybody off on to the wrong wire”) before ultimately

.achieving her goal, when the “circuit” of her love for Clem is completed.* But despite its:

corventional structure, this romantic narrative is far from traditional. In fact, Thayer's
novel portrays the telegraph circuit as a space that enables corporeal and social plasticity.,
Throughout her novel, Thayer responds to those who would indict the female opera-

tor for her publicity, Rather than denying the publicity of the female operator’s body, she .
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instead begins by strategicaily foregrounding it. During much of the novel, Thayer nuses
Miss Kling, the landlady of Nattie’s boardinghouse, as & spokeswormnan for conventional
expectations of female modesty (she offers statements such as “I was brought up to um-
derstand that young ladies should never receive the visits of gentiefnen except in the pres-

ence of older people!” [168]). The landlady also repeatedly articulates the standard

condemnations of female publicity. “Public characters are not to be trusted” she argues
(64). “You cannot deny that no young woman of a modest and retiving position would.
seek to place herself in a public position,” she declares (65). Another character later
echoes Miss Kling’s complaints, crying, “How can she appear before the public so? [IJt
seems so unwomanly!” (186). While the explicit target of these comments is a young
woman named Cyn, an opera singet, Thayer makes clear that Nattie is equally vulnerable
to charges of publicity, Indeed, throughout the text, whenever Nattie is in the telegraph
office, Thayer stresses her visibility."!

As if the reader might miss the moral implications of Nattie’s publicity; Thayer takes
pains to accentuate her heroine’s aggrassive pursuit of Clem. Although Nattie sees Clem
every day in the boardinghouse where they both live, she nonetheless becomes jealous of
her friend Cyn's close relationship with Clem. Nattie is entranced with a new idea: the
construction of a private telegraph wire from her bedroom: to the bedroom where Clem
lives with his roommate. That way, she will get Clem all to berself and “ﬁabodj could
share”him (175). Thereafter, Nattie and Clem achieve an intimacy highly unconventional
for unmarried young persons in thie nineteenth century: Each morning, Nattie performs
the duty of a wife to Clem, waking him up by callinghim over the private line; each night,
Nattie and Clem use the line for pillow talk, chatting “even into the small Hours” (180).

Inevitably, Miss Kling suspects “a horrible scandal” to be taking place, and finally con-
fronts Nattie with the “underhanded” “utter immorality” of “such proceedings” (245). In
the same sentence that she condemns women who “show themselves to the public” she
denounces Nattie's private line to Clem’s bedroom (245). She decleres, “That any young
woman should be so immodest as to establish telegraphic communication between her
bed-room and the bed-room of two young men is beyord my comprehension!” (246), In
response te Miss Kling’s accusation that she has “connected” herself to Clem, Nattie

blushes and confesses that while the private line was “not exactly correct,” “there was

nothing reprehensible in my conduct” (246). The landlady then responds in the strongest

‘terms. “f have heard of young females so much in love that they would run after and pur-

sue young men, but never before of one so carried away and so ost fo every sense of deco-
rum, as to be obliged to have a wire run from her room to his, in order to communicate
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with him atimproper times!” (248). But Thayer immediately makes clear that Nattie will
notl.be punished for her transgression; instead, she is rewarded, as Clem proposes mar-
riage on the spot. Miss Kling comments-acerbically to Nattie’s lover, “Well, she has
worked hard enough to get you—had to bring the telegraph to her assistance!” (252). As
the novel's happy ending demonstrates, Thayer decisively condones Nattie's violation of
the normal rules of courtship,

Thayer is able to offer this approbation because she constructs the telegraph circuit as
aspace different from the space of daily life; Nattie “lived, as it were, in two worlds” (25).
Her “telegraphic world” (26) enables her to “wander away, through the medium of that
slender telegraph wire, on a sort of electric wings, to distant cities and towns” (25). This
telegraphic world is one “where she could amuse herself if she chose, by listening to and
speculating upon the many messages of joy or of sorrow, of business and of pleasure con-
stantly going over the wire” (25). But Nattie is particularly thrilled by the “romantic”
potential of the telegraphic circuit, because while she is on the circuit, previously
unsanctioned forms of social connection can take place; Nattie's private telegraph wire
is only one of many instances of this. When Nattie first becomes acquainted with “C” over
the wire, she permits him liberties that would be unacceptable in real life. She quickly be-
comes accustomed to “the license that distance gave,” so that when “C” addresses her im-
pertinently as “my dear,” Nattie excuses him by thinking, “did not the distance in any case
annul the familiarity?” (41). And when “C” expresses his hope that “we may clasp hands
bodily as we do now spiritually, on the wire” (44), she readily assents.

Indeed, Nattie’s most intimate moments with “C” alwayg occur thro{u'gh the medium
of telegraphy. But what is most astonishing is that Thayer presents Nattie and Clem as en-
tirely dependent upon the circuit for their interaction, even when they are face to face.
At-such moments, in order to express themselves freely, they pretend to be connected
through a phantom circuit, and use objects to drum out a messagé in Morse code. In their
first face-to-face meeting, “C” reveals himself to Nattie in code by using a pencil to tap
out a message. Nattie responds in'code, using a pair of scissors (148—151). Whenever a
spare telégraph machine is available, they stand facing each other, tapping out messages.
Clem acknowledges, “It is nicer talking on the wire, isn’t it?” (173), and declares, “a wire
is 50 necessary to our happiness!” (174), As Cyn notes, even if Clem and Nattie were
stranded by themgelves on a desert island, a telegraph wire would be needed for their
communication Itis fitting, then, that Wired Love concludes with Nattie and Clera stand-
ing in the same room, hands clasped over the same telegraph key, telegraphmg their love
to each other (256). ‘
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The telegraph circuit is the sole arena where Nattie car: express herself freely because
to speak on the circuit is to create a new identity which is not identical to one’s ideritity
in the real world. Thus, after getting to know Clem, Nattic feels a sense of loss and nos-
talgia for “C”: “She sometimes felt that a certain something that had been on the wire was
lacking now; that Clem, while realizing all her old expectations of *C, was not exactly
what ‘C’ had been to her” {170). Nattie notes that “the day that had brought Clem” in per-
son to her, had “not restored as she then supposed;, but teken away, her *C*" (223). Nat-
tie’s acknowledgment of the disparity between “C" as she imagined him and the
flesh-and-blood Clem is another way of noting that telegraphy disconnects the speaking
self from the body. In the words of Quimby, another of Thayer’s characters, telegraphy is
a domain where persons become “invisibles” (53, 55, 82}, Quimby illustrates hié‘p‘oint
“with a gesture of his arm that produced an impression as if that member had leaped out
of its socket” (82). With this eloquent representation, Quimby locates his commentary
at the level of the body; if the arm leaving its socket figures a corporeal alienation (a body
divided against itself), it also suggests an attempt to escape the body. Or, in another of
Quimby’s formulations, telegraphy is “ghostly” {82) not only because it was convention-
ally assurmned to be a link to the spiritual world, but also because it enablesan escape from
the bod}', a form of self-abstraction. b

This m51ght functions as the central contnbutlon of Wired Love. Traditional republican
rules of public discourse maintzined that the public subject’s right to speak was predi-
cated on his disembodiment and anonymity; he could assume the speaking position of the
disinterested public Citizen only because he inhabited a body perceived as so normative
{white, male, upper-class) that it did not count as a body at all, a concept that Michael
Warner has termed “the thetorical strategy of personal abstraction ™ As Warner argues,

_ thisability to abstract oneself, to take rhetorical advantage of the nonidentity of speaking

self and embodied self, has not historically been equally available to everyone. For those
persons whose bodies deviated from the white male standard, corporeal difference was

equivalent to hyper-embddiment; unable to abstract themselves, they had no grounds -

from which to speak in the public sphere, To attempt to speak would only cal? attention
to their bodies, to their lack of authority; for women, this meant that appearing in too
public a fashion was 2 form of dangér‘ous promiscuity. Thus,' ir: the male-authored fan-
tasies of telegraphic literature, the female operator, exposed to multiple forms of public
circulation, is not disembodied and a.nonymous but isinstead all too Vlslble precarlously
hypex-embodied.

If, as Warner has argued, in the exghteenth century the public sphere was constructed
through print discourse, we see in Thayer’s novel the possibility that anew form of public

Telegraphy’s Corporeal Fictions

sphere is created by the circuit of communication technology. In Thayer’s novel, the tele-
graph enables self-abstraction, a nonidentity with the body. This disincorpsration is not
adenial of the female operator’s publicity, but a reclamation of it from these versions that
would equate the female bady with the dominated body. In the space of the circuit, then,

- the female operator experiences a different relation with herself, she earns the right to

speak.* Rendered invisible, temporarily freed from her body, she is also freed from con-
ventional rules of female behavior and seems no longer subject to the traditional forms of
discipline, prejudice, and violence that exploit corporeal difference.

The writings of two ferale operators, J. ]. Schofield and L. A. Churchill, extend
Thayer’s notions regarding the benefits communication technology offered to nine-

" teenth-century women. Aleng with Thayer, Schofield and Churchill joined the small

handful of fernale writers of telegraphic fiction; Churchill was the only female contribu-
tor to the first edition of the fiction collection Lightning Flashes and was joined by Schofield
in the second edition of the text (where, in the table of contents, the two writers were
distinguished from their colleagues by the appellation “Miss”). In stories by Schofield and
Churchill, the telegraph circuit ppears to emancipate the female operator from visibil-

ity and corporeal entrapment, from aspects of her body that marginalize her. Specifically,

the circuit becomes a way of circumventing cultural expectations regarding age physi‘ceﬁ'
appearance, and female sexuality.

In Schofield’s “Wooing by Wire,” Mildred Sunnidale, a telégraph operator, believes
hesself handicapped in remantic encounters because of her physical appesrance and her
advanced age (unmarried at thirty, she qualifies as a “spinster,” as she ecknowledges). Mil-
dred establishes a relationship over the wire with a male operator, Tom Gordon. Tom is
not anly kind—he forces abusive male operators to treat Mildred respectfully—but he
is also enlightened; his experiences over the circuit have taught kim that physical appear-
ance is unimportant. As he_ tells a friend, “You can form quite as good an estimate of a
girl’s character and temper by working and talking withlher over the line, ag by being per-
sonally acquainted with her; better, perhaps, for you take her on her merits alone, and are

" nat prejudiced by appearance. Tom has thus learnred, after his experiences on the tele-

graph circuit, that it is possiblé to see beyond the exterior appearance of ‘khomely
women,” té stop “taking it for granted that their characters are as unattractive as their
faces” (164), According to Schofield’s representation, Mildred’s relationship with Tom is
possible largely because Tom cannot see Mildred’s face, and because he fails to realize
how old she is (she speculates, “Would he want [my photograph] if he knew [ was thirty

“years oid, and so dreadfully plain?” [167]). When Tom proposes to Mildred over the wire,
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she tells him, “When you saw me, and discovered your mistake, you would repent your
bargain. Why, I'm an old maid, with red hair!” (167). But Totm has already fallen in fove
weith Mildred and thus still wants to marry ker even after he bas seen her. As he acknowl-
edges at the conclusion of the story, he would never have discovered her good nature had

"be first met her in person; his love for her would not have had a chance to develop “ex-

cept by working with her over the line” {168).

The terms of Schofield’s story are echoed in L. A. Churchill’s “A Slight Mistake.” In
Churchill’s tale, a young operator named Paul Riverson has fallen in love with an opera-
tor named Flossie Bates. Flossie, “a woman of about fifty, with a decidedly stout figure
and a profusion of gray heir;” is thrilled with her new relationship, with the way the cir-
cuit frees her from conventional prejudice about age and appearance.®® Aslong as the two
communicate over the wire, the romance flourishes. But Churchill does not have Scho-
field’s optimism; at the conclusion of the story, when Paul sees Flossic in persen, he is
outraged at his “mistake” He immediately rejects Flossie and becomes embittered, vow-
ing never again to risk flirting over the wire.

“Waaing by Wire™and “A Slight Mistake” both explore the use of the cireuit to make
one’s body metaphorically pliable, to attempt to establish a new social identity and new
social relations based on that identity. Perhaps the most striking instance of such a mas-
querade appears in L. A. Churchill’s “Playing with Fire.” The story depicts a female op-
erator named Rena Chelsey, who resalves to fool another female operator at the next

' telegraph station, a Miss Dwinell, by pretending to be a man, “Isaac” In that persona, she
firts with Miss Dwinell, complimenting her on'her appearance (she has in fact glimpsed |

Miss Dwinell one day from afar). After a day of extensive flirtation, Rena declares to her-
self, “One wotld suppose from my talk that 1 was a regular lady-killer™” Gver the fol-
lowing weeks, Rena and Miss Dwinell spend many hours together on the wire. It is soon

,apparent that Miss Dwinell has fallen in love with Rena, and Rena too is deeply stirred by

Miss Dwinell’s “charm”; she sends her numerous small gifts. When Miss Dwinell an-
nounces that she will visit Renain person, Rena panics, In a telling passage, she both re-
pents of the indecency of her ruse and wishes that she might become a man, so that she
could consummate her relationship with Miss Dwinell. “If T had ever imagined that she
was half as interesting as I have found her, ' would have tried to make her acquaintance at
once in a decent way. I shall be heartily sorry to lose her good opinion, for I am so deeply
interested in her that [ more than half wish this Isaac business was a reality” (70).

The strong homoerotic charge of the story appears defused when Miss Dwinell visits

Rena in person and it is revealed that the operator Rena assumed to be Miss Dwinell isin
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fact a young man. Herbert Stanley, replacing Miss Dwinell in her office, “in the spirit of

‘mischief” decided to impersonate Miss Dwinell when “Isaac” first began flirting, But it

immediately becomes evident that this developrnent does not reduce but rather intensi-
fles the queerness of the situation. For Herbert confesses that he has fallen in love with
“Isazc” He tells Rena, “You have yet to learn how much I have come to care for my new
friend. Often I have wished I was Miss Dwinell, if Iszac would care for me as he seemed
to care for her” (71). After admitting his upset at Rena’s gender (“There must be some
mistake” [70]), he makes ahalf-hearted attempt to assert that “things are now just as they
should be?” He declares, “T think you cared for me in my old character, Can. you learn to
love me in my new?” But Rena, it turns eut, s also disappointed, and refuses his offer,
“Home love is not for me” she informs Herbert, and advises, “Let us each go our own
7 (71). Inthe last lines of the story,
Churchill explains that neither Rena nor Herbert ever marry. Herbert feels that he has

way, bravelylwa]kjng in the path marked cut forus. .

another urmamed “purpose to fuifill” (71), as does Rena. Churchill concludes the tale by
reﬂectmg not on the pathos of Rena’s spinsterhood but on the dignity of her destiny: “A
few years later Rena died. Her work was done. The brave heart ceased to beat, and the

. tired hands were folded, and no one said that hers had been a wasted life” (71). With this,
‘Churchill suggests that there can be no tidy heterosexual solution,; the circuit has perma-

nently queered things for Rena and Herbert.

If the female-authored fictions of Churchill, Schofield, and Thayer revel fn technol-
ogy’s offer of emancipatory subjectivity to those who were highly civcumscribed in the
nineteenth century, it is worth remembering that many male-authored fictions were pre-
oecupied with: the threatening side of this aspect of the technology, its potential to en-
danger the status of those who were dominant. Recognizing the range of responses to this
aspect of the technology—that there existed representations of masquerade that were
censorious, as well as celebratory—prevents us from positing a straightforward ge-
nealogy of communication technologies, whereby fantasies about the internet simply
mirror earlier fantasies about the telegraph. It is wise for us to recognize that these early
fantasies were responses to a specific historical moment; the tales of telegraphic fiction
offered symbolic resolutions to very immediate and urgent tensions within nineteenth-

century society, One way to read these tales is as efforts to reconcile traditional assump- *

tions about gender rolés—about men and women's proper and rightful place—with new
workplace conditions, with rapidly changing economic and social realities.

Yet if in one sense fantasies about telegraphy speak narrowly to their own histori-
cal moment, they are also suggestive of ours. In telegraphic fiction, what is all too often
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mystified in current discourse about the infernet is rendered relatively accessible. In
these nineteenth-century fictions, the material conditions underlying the operation of
technology become visible. While the telegraph is often fantasized as a means of achiev-
ing temporary release from certain constraints, it just as often appears an as l'ntegra] par-
ticipant in the reproduction of unequal conditions and social relations. With the example

of telegraphic literature before us, we might turn to our contemporary moment, to in-

terrogete the cultural meanings we have assigned to the internet, and to inquire about
what needs these meanings have been made to serve. It is only then—when we fully ac-
knowiedge the degree to which the computer internet is enabled _by and itself enables
structures of economic exchange—that we begin to recognize that our most persistent

fictions about the internet, our fantasies about escape and our longings for flnidity of -

identity, might also be understood as powerful evidence of the forms of circumscription

and impdverishment experienced by those living under the conditions of late capitalism.
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