
Introduction

The flux of life is pouring its aesthetic aspect into your eyes, your ears—

and you ignore it because you are looking for your canons of beauty 

in some sort of frame or glass case or tradition. Modernism says: Why 

not each one of us, scholar or bricklayer, pleasurably realize all that is 

impressing itself upon our subconscious, the thousand odds and ends 

which make up your sensery [sic] every day life?

Loy, “Gertrude Stein” 437

War and the slow recovery have been in all fields threatening us with a 

loss of standard: isolation, restrictions, substitutes and make-do’s bred 

a resignation, or thankfulness for anything in any form, which could 

affect art badly if we were not pulled clear. Aesthetically our senses 

need resharpening.

Bowen, “Third Programme” 204

In 1924, Mina Loy called for a sensory awakening. In the essay “Gertrude 
Stein,” Loy beckoned fellow modernists to look to oft-ignored sensory im-
pressions as a means of reinvigorating art and redefining notions of beauty. 
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More than two decades later, in 1947, fellow writer Elizabeth Bowen issued 
a similar call, but with a stronger sense of urgency. Bowen emphasizes that, 
in the wake of WW2, art and the senses are more dramatically in need 
of “resharpening.” Despite the years that separate Loy and Bowen, both 
women exhibit a mutual investment in the senses. They share a concern 
that their fellow modernists do not value or engage sensory experience 
to its fullest potential and that the senses are being overlooked as impor-
tant avenues to artistic creation. Their investment in the senses begs the 
question, how did these writers respond to their own prompts? How did 
they take stock, as Loy says, of “the thousand odds and ends which make 
up [one’s] sensery [sic] every day life” (“Gertrude Stein” 437)? What did 
they, and other modernist women writers, do to make the senses new? 
Dissensuous Modernism: Women Writers, the Senses, and Technology fore-
grounds these questions as it joins the effort to recover modernist women 
writers’ radical subversion of literary forms and ideas through the senses 
and technology.
 Dissensuous Modernism examines how H.D., Mina Loy, Virginia Woolf, 
and Elizabeth Bowen respond to and revise traditional conceptualizations of 
the senses and the role technology plays in that reconceptualization. As Sara 
Danius observes in The Senses of Modernism: Technology, Perception, and 
Aesthetics, the modernist period was “an age where technological devices in-
creasingly claim sovereignty over and against the sensorium” (23). However, 
in a paradox common to modernism, technology also inspired individuals 
to reclaim that sovereignty. This book places modernist women writers at the 
center of this sensory reclamation. Danius notes that “the relation of gender 
and technology in literary modernism is a crucial yet strangely undertheo-
rized topic,” and Dissensuous Modernism attempts to fill this void (11). It 
examines women’s everyday encounters with technology and demonstrates 
how those encounters affect the way modernist women think and write 
about the senses. In so doing, Dissensuous Modernism shifts the scholarly 
conversation away from the masculine senses of sight and sound, which have 
historically been privileged in modernist scholarship, and toward the so-
called lesser, feminine senses of smell, taste, and touch. In addition to shift-
ing the critical discourse toward the so-called lower senses, it also expands 
the conversation to address the subversive potential of sensory integration. 
By examining the confluence among the senses, technology, and gender, I 
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hope to contribute a synthesis that revises our understanding of modernist 
women writers’ lived experience and illuminates the important role they play 
in defining the senses.
 The women writers featured in this book wage dissent by questioning and 
complicating what constitutes “common sense.” Common sense or “consen-
sus,” a term coined by Jacques Rancière, refers to those sensory practices that, 
over time, become common to and accepted by a given society—those sen-
sory practices that society values, as opposed to those that it marginalizes, 
ignores, or deems deviant. These values are upheld within “consensual com-
munities,” “in which the spiritual sense of being-in-common is embedded 
in the material sensorium of everyday experience” (Rancière 81). Through 
repetition, these everyday experiences become naturalized and normalized. 
However, when individuals or groups of individuals expose this process of 
naturalization and question these norms, they engage in “dissensus.” Dissen-
sus, according to Rancière, “breaks with the sensory self-evidence of the natu-
ral order that destines specific individuals and groups to occupy positions of 
rule or of being ruled, assigning them to private or public lives, [and] pinning 
them down to . . . specific ‘bodies,’ that is to specific ways of being, seeing, 
and saying” (139).1 The dissensuous women highlighted herein make it their 
mission to offer alternatives to these norms: to articulate new ways of being, 
seeing, and saying.

Sensory Hierarchies, Privilege, and Power

To appreciate how H.D., Loy, Woolf, and Bowen trouble sensory norms, we 
must first understand those norms and their social implications. Accord-
ing to anthropologist and sensory scholar David Howes, “sensory rank-
ings are always allied with social rankings and employed to order society” 
(“Scent” 164). Societies develop sensory hierarchies that divide the senses 
into higher and lower orders and connect those senses with so-called su-
perior and inferior groups of people. These hierarchies associate mem-
bers of dominant groups with the more valued, higher senses, and they 
associate marginalized groups—those people deemed inferior due to their 
gender, sexuality, class, race, religion, or physical ability—with the less val-
ued, lower senses. In Western sensory hierarchies, sight and sound earn 
praise as high or superior senses because of their supposed association 
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with reason and the mind, whereas smell, taste, and touch earn the label 
low or inferior because of their supposed association with the body. Such 
distinctions reify harmful sensory narratives and stereotypes that equate 
certain bodies with certain sensory capacities. Namely, they perpetuate the 
belief that white, wealthy men are governed by the higher senses and their 
minds, and that women, the lower classes, and minorities are enslaved by 
the lower senses and their bodies. Howes and Constance Classen (a cul-
tural historian who specializes in the senses) remind us that “the sensory 
typing of social groups was not thought simply to be a matter of associa-
tions and markers. . . . People were believed to be made for their social 
roles” (Ways of Sensing 68).2

 Sensory narratives maintain these identarian categories and uphold un-
equal power structures. One of the most obvious sensory divisions occurs 
along gendered lines. In A History of the Senses: From Antiquity to Cyber-
space, Robert Jütte cites Henri Foquet’s 1765 article on sensibility as one of 
the first instances where philosophers and physicians acknowledged signifi-
cant differences between men’s and women’s sensory capabilities (137). Ac-
cording to Jütte, men and women have long been positioned as “paired op-
posites. Where man is a person of reason, woman is a creature of the senses” 
(139). The telling use of “person” when referring to man and “creature” when 
referring to woman underscores the sensory othering inherent in sensory 
hierarchies.3 These gendered, sensory categories are mutually exclusive and 
mutually constitutive, so that the lower women descend on the sensory to-
tem pole, the higher men ascend. For example, men’s assumed access to the 
higher senses has long granted them access to opportunities in the public 
sphere. Scientists believed that the hard, male body was evidence of a firm 
“masculine mind,” which, in turn, was thought to “resemble the eye and the 
ear” (Jütte 140). Because of their perceived powers of vision, hearing, and 
subsequent intellectual prowess, men ventured into the world with confi-
dence and social support. Accepted logic maintained that men’s (assumed) 
ability to see and hear clearly made them more suited for mental work and 
“made intellectual endeavors such as the arts and sciences the prerogative of 
men” (CA 66).
 Sight, in particular, has long been theorized as an activity of the brain 
not the body and, as such, has been labeled a masculine sense. Descartes 
went so far as to assert that it is “the mind that sees, not the eye” (qtd. in 
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Conor 21). Because men were considered the more logical and reason-
able of the sexes, they were, therefore, better equipped to see. In contrast, 
popular thinking maintained that women were governed by their bodies, 
which interfered with their ability to see clearly. This dichotomy is preva-
lent in narratives about the Enlightenment, an age known for its “ocular 
obsession,” when scientific discovery was “heralded as a triumph of clear-
sighted masculine vision over the murky ‘feminine brew’ of superstitions 
and myths that had previously dominated Western thought” (Classen, “The 
Witch’s Senses” 361). Because masculine vision is associated with discern-
ment and good judgment, men have, historically, been labeled visionaries 
and decision-makers. They determine who and what are worth seeing and 
who and what are not.
 Men’s association with sight gave (and continues to give) them power over 
women and women’s bodies. A figure of masculine vision common to the 
modernist period is the flâneur. For the flâneur, seeing is an exercise of own-
ership: the flâneur is a man about town whose mobility and privilege grant 
him unmitigated access to public spaces. While he strolls, he surveys those 
spaces, and the people who inhabit them, as one would property. Women 
are especially susceptible to the proprietary gaze of the flâneur, which pos-
its women as objects for male consumption. In The Spectacular Modern 
Woman: Feminine Visibility in the 1920s, Liz Conor suggests that gendered 
thinking about vision, “excluded [women] from the privileged standing of 
spectator” and reinforced the belief that “men look and women appear” (18). 
Women did “appear” more frequently in public spaces during the modernist 
period—a result of women’s suffrage, the proliferation of optic technologies 
like film and photography, and visual marketing campaigns that commodi-
fied women’s bodies. According to Conor, these “altered conditions of femi-
nine visibility . . . compounded the traditional status of Western women as 
objects” (L. Conor 18).4 Though women often used these “altered visual con-
ditions” to their advantage, such conditions continued to disproportionately 
benefit men.
 Men enacted further sensuous control over women through “disciplin-
ary surveillance” (Conor 18) and narratives that dictated how and where 
women used their bodies and senses. Such narratives associated women 
with the lower senses and discouraged them from exercising the higher 
senses. Women “were expected to eschew mental labour for ‘body work’”—


