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Introduction

Tracing Virginia Woolf’s Philosophy
Looked at again and again half consciously by a mind thinking of something else, any
object mixes itself so profoundly with the stuff of thought that it loses its actual form and
recomposes itself a little differently in an ideal shape which haunts the brain when we least
expect it.!

And as happens sometimes when the weather is very fine, the cliffs looked as if they
were conscious of the ships, and the ships looked as if they were conscious of the cliffs, as if
they signalled to each other some secret message of their own.?

(...) what I call “my life”, it is not one life that I look back upon; I am not one person;
I am many people; I do not altogether know who I am — Jinny, Susan, Neville, Rhoda or

Louis: or how to distinguish my life from theirs.’

Sheep, cows, grass, trees, ourselves—all are one. If discordant, producing harmony—
if not to us, to a gigantic ear attached to a gigantic head.*

The four quotations from different works of Virginia Woolf capture the main topics of
this dissertation and illustrate the wide thematic and philosophical scope of Woolf’s oeuvre.
The first quotation illustrates Woolf’s interest in the interaction between her characters and
the material reality around them. She raised this idea for example in her essay “Poetry, Fiction
and the Future,” where she claims that novelists have focused so much on interpersonal
relationships that the readers “long for some more impersonal relationship.”> Consequently,
writers should not forget that “a large and important part of life consists in our emotions
toward such things as roses and nightingales.”® Accordingly, Woolf’s texts contain long
passages that deal with human subjects, who reflect upon their connection and fascination

with all kinds of objects in their proximity. This aspect of Woolf’s writing may be found for

1. Virginia Woolf, “Solid Objects,” in The Complete Shorter Fiction of Virginia Woolf, ed.
Susan Dick (London: Harcourt, 1989), 105.

2. Virginia Woolf, To the Lighthouse (London: Penguin Books, 2000), 198.

3. Virginia Woolf, The Waves (Ware: Wordsworth Classics, 2000), 62-63.

4. Virginia Woolf, “Between the Acts,” in The Years & Between the Acts (Ware, Wordsworth
Classics, 2012), 388.

5. Woolf, “Poetry, Fiction and the Future,” in Selected Essays, ed. David Bradshaw (Oxford,
OUP, 2009), 80-81.

6. Woolf, “Poetry,” 80-81.



instance in the short stories “The Mark on the Wall,” “Solid Objects,” and novels To the
Lighthouse and The Waves. Furthermore, Woolf often indicates that this interaction between
sentient human beings and lifeless material substance may result in the reconfiguration of this
traditional dualism and that, in fact, the human subject is not separated from the object but
“becomes” that object. For example, in 7o the Lighthouse Mrs Ramsay watches the light from

»7 and in the

the lighthouse “until she became the thing she looked at—that light for example
short story “Solid Objects” John compulsively collects curious objects until they intermix
with his own consciousness as indicated in the first quotation in the head of this introduction.
The blurred distinction between the subject and object is illustrated in the second

quotation from 7o the Lighthouse, where Woolf suggests that while we often think of the
material world as of something deprived of psychical and conscious elements, in reality, there
is not much difference between the “thing-stuff” and the “thought-stuff.”® Woolf, like other
philosophers of her time, rejects the scientific materialism that advocates the “irreducible

299

brute matter” and often talks about the dissolution of solidity in her fiction, for example in

“The Mark on the Wall,” where the narrator laments that people worship “the chest of

29 ¢¢

drawers,” “solidity,” and “reality,”'® or in The Waves, where Bernard doubts “the fixity of
tables.”!! To balance the prevalence of solid matter, Woolf argues in her essay “On Being I11”
that both mind and body represent equally important aspects of life and complement each
other like “the sheath of a knife or the pod of a pea.”!? This suggests that Woolf’s engagement

with materiality cannot be read either from a materialist perspective, or an idealist viewpoint,

but rather via non-dualist theories that consider physical aspects and mental aspects as

7. Woolf, To the Lighthouse, 70.

8. William James, Essays in Radical Empiricism (Mineola: Dover Publications, 2003), 72.
9. Alfred North Whitehead, Science and the Modern World (New York: The Free Press,
1967), 17.

10. Woolf, “The Mark on the Wall,” in Complete Shorter Fiction, 88.

11. Woolf, The Waves, 162.

12. Woolf, “On Being Il1,” in Selected Essays, 101.
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simultaneously present in all kinds of matter. Consequently, it is suggested in the second
chapter of this thesis that Woolf’s perspective of matter may be approximated to
panpsychism, a theory of consciousness claiming that “the basic physical constituents of the
universe have mental properties, whether or not they are parts of living organisms.”!* In
reference to the quotation from 7o the Lighthouse, Woolf likewise suggests that while cliffs
and ships are usually considered to be inanimate objects defined by their physical properties,
they might be conscious of each other and interact with each other. Woolf attributes the same
capacity to the lighthouse or a garden urn in 7o the Lighthouse, pieces of stone and china in
“Solid Objects,” or to rooms in Orlando.

While the first two quotations illustrate that Woolf undermines the dualisms of the
subject and object, and mind and matter, the third quotation given above demonstrates that the
author also attempts to bridge the abyss between separate identities of individuals, subverts
the unitary subject of predominantly male-dominated psychoanalysis of her period and
anticipates the notion of fragmented postmodern self. Whereas Woolf is often accused of
focusing on subjectivism and individualism, she devises an intersubjective and constantly
changing self. Woolf reveals this idea in her diary, where she claims that human beings are

14 or in The Waves, where Bernard says that he is

“somehow successive, & continuous,
“made and remade continually.”'® Moreover, an individual never exists in isolation but
represents a part of a wider community, wherein the community and the individual are

interdependent. Woolf develops this idea of network identity especially in her late works The

Waves, Three Guineas, “A Sketch of the Past,” and Between the Acts, where she suggests that

13. Thomas Nagel, “What Is It Like to Be a Bat?” The Philosophical Review 83, no. 4 (1974):
436, https://www.jstor.org/stable/2183914.

14. Woolf, The Diary of Virginia Woolf, Volume 3 1925-30, ed. Anne Olivier Bell (London:
Penguin Books, 1982), 218.

15. Woolf, The Waves, 15.
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all individuals are ontologically related as “we are members of one another,” ® which also

217 enables

indicates that the ontological interrelation bears an ethical aspect. This “ontoethics
the author to attribute value to each member of the community in Between the Acts, and
ultimately in Three Guineas, where Woolf rejects social exclusion because “a common
interest unites us; it is one world, one life.”!®

The fourth quotation is linked to the relational ontoethics outlined above and reveals
Woolf’s inclination to blur the distinction between the human self and the surrounding nature,
weaken the importance of humans and disprove their right to subjugate other natural
organisms in their surroundings. The introductory quotation indicates that humans, animals,
and other organisms are equally important parts that create a harmonious whole, which results
from Woolf’s emphasis on the human embeddedness in their environment. For example,

19 or Susan in The

Clarissa Dalloway is “being part of the trees at home; of the house there,
Waves claims that she is “rooted to the middle of the earth” and that her “body is a stalk.”?°
These quotations illustrate Woolf’s non-anthropocentric viewpoint, her tendency to erase the
distinction between the human and the non-human, or in other words nature and culture. By
focusing on human beings conceived as integral parts of their environment, she reconciles the
human and nonhuman worlds which drifted apart as a consequence of modernity. In her essay
“Flying over London,” she emphasizes that the mind is “inveterately anthropocentric,”?!
which is counterbalanced by her attempt to get rid of the human existence in the passage

“Time Passes,” or natural interludes in The Waves, where she explores the description of

nonhuman temporality and space. Moreover, in her essay “The Sun and the Fish” Woolf

16. Woolf, Between the Acts, 396.

17. Elizabeth Grosz, The Incorporeal: Ontology, Ethics and the Limits of Materialism (New
York: Columbia University Press, 2018), 1.

18. Woolf, Three Guineas (London: The Hogarth Press, 1986), 163.

19. Woolf, Mrs Dalloway (Ware: Wordsworth Classics, 2003), 7.

20. Woolf, The Waves, 6.

21. Woolf, “Flying over London,” in Selected Essays, 207.
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offers an apocalyptic vision of humanity “rushing to destruction” and “accepting its doom;”**

in the “London Scene Essays”—“Thunder at Wembley” and “The Docks of London”—she
deals with the human need to show off their mastery over the natural world and, at the same
time, expresses her fascination and repulsion by the docks of London, where one can see the
illustration of consumerism and exploitation of nature.

The issues raised in the previous four paragraphs, related to the quotations from the
head of this introduction, suggest that Woolf was intrigued by the idea that everything is
interconnected at some deeper level, the ontological level, and that she rejected all kinds of
separation and dualisms established by science and adopted by literature prior to, and also
contemporary with, her writing. This interconnection at the fundamental level, penetration
beneath the surface and the appearance of the physical world may be traced already in her
first-published short story “The Mark on the Wall,” where the narrator states that she wants
“to sink deeper and deeper, away from the surface, with its hard separate facts.”?* Therefore,
this thesis seeks the definition of Woolf’s “personal philosophy” and suggests that it is based
primarily on the intimate relation between the subject and object, the human being and its
surroundings, and the idea that even physical matter, traditionally conceived as lifeless and
inert, might have some psychical properties and agency. As a result, living organisms and
inorganic matter are not distinct, as claimed by scientific materialism, but fundamentally
similar in the way that they are endowed with both mental and physical properties and cannot
be considered as merely “solid” or psychical. Furthermore, Woolf also recurrently evokes the
idea that human beings are ontologically interconnected, for example in “A Sketch of the

Past,” where she claims that “behind the cotton wool is hidden a pattern; that we—1I mean all

22. Woolf, “The Sun and the Fish,” in Selected Essays, 171.
23. Woolf, “The Mark,” 85.
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human beings—are connected with this,”** or in The Waves and Between the Acts, where

Woolf explores the notion of pluralistic and intersubjective identity that goes against the

individualism and “privatism,”*

of which modernism was often accused. Finally, this thesis
highlights that this ontological bond between both human beings and natural elements results
in a sort of ontoethics that emphasizes difference and multiplicity within a community and
recognizes the value of every being. Consequently, Woolf applies this value recognition to her
essays, where she explicitly, or implicitly, criticizes anthropocentrism and reveals her proto-
ecological thinking. By the description of a possible extinction of life and criticism of
consumerism and its negative impact on the natural world, she demonstrates that she is not an
elitist, “human-centred” modernist, but rather a thinker who responds to the scientific and
philosophical context of her period and the way “animals, environments and objects”?° were
treated at that time.

The “personal philosophy” outlined in “A Sketch of the Past” has intrigued Woolf
scholars for decades, and particularly in the last two decades when the focus of Woolf studies
shifted from detailed analysis of language and psychoanalytic approach to her fiction to the
examination of materiality, ontology, and ethics.?’ Scholars have discussed Woolf’s “pattern
behind the cotton wool” from various and often opposing perspectives. For example, Mark
Hussey devotes one chapter of his book The Singing of the Real World: The Philosophy of

Virginia Woolf’s Fiction to Woolf’s concept of reality and claims that what we recurrently

find in the author’s works is the sense of “gap” between the everyday reality as it appears to

24. Woolf, “A Sketch of the Past,” in Moments of Being, ed. Jeanne Schulkind (London:
Harcourt, 1985), 72.

25. Derek Ryan, “Following Snakes and Moths: Modernist Ethics and Posthumanism.”
Twentieth Century Literature 61, no. 3 (2015): 291.

26. Ryan, “Following Snakes,” 290.

27. Ryan, Virginia Woolf and the Materiality of Theory: Sex, Animal, Life (Edinburgh:
Edinburgh University Press, 2015), 3.



us and “the yearning for transcendence of the world of time and death.”?® That is to say,
Woolf often deals with “abstract reality” which, on the one hand, surpasses the everyday
human experience, but on the other hand, cannot be perceived as something idealistic, mystic
or religious, which would not correspond to Woolf’s atheistic background. However, as
Hussey points out, Woolf did not accept the atheism and materialism of her father Leslie
Stephen and G.E. Moore completely and searched for abstraction, or a pattern, behind the
actual world. Hussey concludes by identifying Woolf’s abstract pattern as “psychic perception

of pattern” behind daily life, which results from “a state of rhythmic rest”*

experienced
mostly by female characters. Therefore, this abstract level is not connected with some
transcendental reality, but it comes as a side effect of the sensitive apprehension of the visible
world. The search for this transcendental philosophy, a pattern behind the everyday, and its
definition is also the focus of Lorraine Sim’s book Virginia Woolf: The Patterns of Ordinary
Experience, where the scholar suggests that especially in Woolf’s early fiction, we may trace
a certain Romantic pantheism suggesting that the divine “inheres in, and emanates through,
the visible world.”*® Moreover, Sim claims that Woolf’s abstract reality of the pattern behind

the cotton wool of daily life is “non-material principle or essence,””!

and that it may be
likened to Plato’s realm of transcendental forms of which the sensible world is a mere copy.
Therefore, Sim argues that Woolf’s personal philosophy consists in the “belief in the
existence of an objective, non-material reality that provides order and meaning to life.”*

In contrast, Ann Banfield employs a very different perspective in her book The

Phantom Table: Woolf, Fry, Russell and the Epistemology of Modernism and traces the

28. Mark Hussey, The Singing of the Real World: The Philosophy of Virginia Woolf’s Fiction
(Columbus: Ohio State University, 1986), 96.

29. Hussey, 105.

30. Lorraine Sim, Virginia Woolf: The Pattern of Ordinary Experience (Farnham: Ashgate,
2010), 168.

31. Sim, 168.

32. Sim, 173.



influence of the Bloomsbury Group’s discussions of philosophy, and particularly Bertrand
Russell’s philosophy on Woolf’s writing. Although there is not a direct evidence that Woolf
ever read Russell’s philosophical works, Banfield focuses on Russell’s rejection of
transcendentalism and idealism and ascribes the same shift to Woolf. According to her, the
most striking parallel between the writer and her friend philosopher is the dual reality of
objects, which are divided into sensible objects perceived by an observer, or, in other words,
real objects, and unobservable physical objects, or unreal objects.’® Banfield demonstrates this
distinction on the difference between “a scrubbed kitchen table” that Lily imagines after she
learns about Mr Ramsay’s philosophical subject and “a white deal four-legged table” of Mr
Ramsay’s imagination which represents a pure form deprived of sense-data a perceiver
attributes to the object. Moreover, she claims that Woolf and Russell both believed in
“atomic” vision of reality, which means that we usually see an object from our own private
perspective and assume that the others see the same thing but, in fact, we take on only one of
the multiple perspectives.>* This multiple reality of physical objects may be illustrated for
example in “The Mark on the Wall,” where Woolf rejects the existence of “the standard thing,

the real thing”*

and contrasts it with a personal perspective of the mark. Although the
analogies drawn between Woolf and Russell in Banfield’s book are very persuasive and the
author claims that Woolf’s 1921 encounter with Russell resulted in the historically
particularized conjunction of literature and philosophy, the proofs that Woolf tried to apply
Russell’s philosophy to her art are nowhere to be found. Nevertheless, Banfield’s enquiry is

crucial in marking the shift in Woolf’s studies from the ethics and philosophy of G. E. Moore

and the focus on personal relations towards “the aesthetic of the impersonal,”*® which means

33. Ann Banfield, The Phantom Table: Woolf, Fry, Russell and the Epistemology of
Modernism (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000), 60.

34, Banfield, 79.

35. Woolf, “The Mark,” 86.

36. Banfield, 54.



towards the issues of materiality and ontology. Derek Ryan’s book Virginia Woolf and the
Materiality of Theory attempts to capture Woolf’s definition of reality and matter, arguing
that “Woolf’s writing offers new conceptualisations of the material world where the
immanent and intimate entanglements of human and nonhuman agencies are brought to the
fore.”?” Ryan discusses this reconceptualization via philosophical theories that emerged
decades after “high modernism,” for instance via poststructuralism of Deleuze and Guattari
and new materialism as outlined by feminist thinkers such as Jane Bennett, Karen Barad,
Donna Haraway, or Rosi Braidotti. By focusing on human interaction and entanglement with
nonhuman objects and animals, Ryan elaborates on the impersonal line in Woolf’s writing
explored by Banfield. In the first chapter of the book the author discusses Woolf’s personal
philosophy based on the reading of the essay “The New Biography,” where Woolf
distinguishes between solid facts and things, symbolised by “the granite,” and the ephemeral
ideas and experience, illustrated by the image of “the rainbow.” In the following chapters, he
goes on analysing how Woolf tackles this dualism and often transitions in her fiction from
solidity to ephemerality. Moreover, Ryan emphasizes that the two terms do not represent
oppositions, but complement each other, which creates the basis of Woolf’s treatment of
materiality. In the same vein, J. Ashley Foster argues in her article “Writing in the Light of
Truth: History, Ethics, and Community in Virginia Woolf’s Between the Acts” that Woolf’s
longing for transcendence behind material reality might be read via the influence of
Quakerism, where God manifests himself as light glowing through the physical world
including human beings, which justifies the value of every being. Accordingly, Foster argues
that Woolf often uses the images of light to talk about spirit, reality, and life described as a
“luminous halo,” and she contrasts this spirituality of light to Woolf’s focus on material

elements. She highlights that the spiritual aspect, and the divine light, are never separated

37. Ryan, Virginia Woolf, 4.



from matter and that the two aspects of reality are interconnected: “This luminous halo is not
transcendent but immanent in the material.”®

With the awareness that Woolf read philosophical and scientific works ranging from
Plato to the new physics and possibly even Bergson, Moore or Russell, this thesis does not
aim to demonstrate that Woolf was directly influenced by any single philosopher whom she
might have read. As Benjamin Hagen points out in his article “Bloomsbury and Philosophy,”
Woolf was far from being a systematic philosopher, however, she created her works

“philosophically,”*

with the use of concepts that she read or discussed with her friends.
Moreover, Woolf’s use of the term “philosophy” is rather vague and differs in her essays and
other works, therefore, if we want to devise its definition, it must be regarded as her
perspective of life, reality, and one’s relation to other human and nonhuman beings.

This dissertation elaborates on the above-mentioned attempts to capture the main
premises of Virginia Woolf’s “philosophy” as directly outlined in “A Sketch of the Past” but
dispersed throughout her works, which gives evidence of Woolf’s interest in the nature of
reality, and the knowledge of the material world. It shares with the previous attempts the
assumption that Woolf acknowledges the equal importance of mental and material aspects of
reality and that she is deeply interested in the way these two aspects interact and interrelate.
Moreover, as it is sketched in the following section describing each of the following chapters,
it is to be suggested that whereas Woolf is commonly thought a modernist writer and thinker,
she anticipates many issues discussed later in the discourse of postmodern and

poststructuralist philosophy and literature. This anticipation lies predominantly in Woolf’s

rejection of dualistic perspective or binary oppositions of subject/object, material/spiritual,

38. Ashley J. Foster, “Writing in the Light of Truth”: History, Ethics, and Community in
Virginia Woolf’s Between the Acts,” Woolf Studies Annual 22 (2016): 54.

39. Benjamin Hagen, “Bloomsbury and Philosophy,” in The Handbook to the Bloomsbury
Group, ed. Derek Ryan and Stephen Ross (London: Bloomsbury Academic, 2018), 139.
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human/nonhuman, nature/culture, or individual/community. Woolf writes in her essay
“Character in Fiction” that “about December 1910 human character changed,” and she
describes this change as a complete turnaround in both private and public spheres of “religion,
conduct, politics, and literature.”* It is possible to add to these changes also the shift in one’s
perception of reality and their relation to the surrounding nature, which is based precisely on
the blurring of the boundaries between above listed dualisms. Rachel Crossland interestingly
discusses the dualistic climate of the beginning of the 20™ century in her book Modernist
Physics, where she points out that various scientific disciplines and popular science of that
time struggled with “dualistic models,” for example evolutionary biology or physics, which
was revolutionized by the Einstein’s and de Broglie’s discoveries of wave-particle duality of
light.*! Moreover, Crossland refers to scholars who argue that dualisms were also central to
the Victorian culture*? and she demonstrates that various kinds of dichotomies are to be found
in Woolf’s autobiographical writing and fiction. In contrast to reinforcing the dualistic aspects
in Woolf’s fiction, Crossland argues that Woolf, similarly to other nondualist scientists and
philosophers such as Einstein, Bohr or Bergson,* envisages a project that intertwines
dualisms and replaces the dualistic models with “complementary models.”** She illustrates
this very aptly on Woolf’s use of conjunctions “and” and “or” that dominate titles of Woolf’s
short stories and novels, for example Monday or Tuesday or Night and Day, and suggests that
although Woolf often starts with exclusive “or” in relation to certain thematic or conceptual

aspects, she mostly concludes with inclusive “and.”*’

40. Woolf, “Character in Fiction,” in Selected Essays, 38.

41. Rachel Crossland, Modernist Physics: Waves, Particles, and Relativities in the Writings of
Virginia Woolf and D.H. Lawrence (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2018), 35.

42. Crossland, 37.

43. Crossland, 37.

44, Crossland, 39.

45. Crossland, 40.
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This thesis follows the same footsteps and suggests that Woolf’s effort to reconcile the
binary oppositions, which is an integral part of her “personal philosophy,” or “creative

ontology,”*

might be likened to the main premises of process-oriented philosophy, especially
Alfred North Whitehead’s “philosophy of organism,*’ which rejects “the bifurcation of
nature” into the aforementioned oppositions. Although Whitehead represents another
“Cambridge philosopher,” who, by means of collaboration with his student Bertrand Russell,
might have influenced Woolf, this thesis provides not only a “paratactic coordination™*® of
Woolf’s and Whitehead’s thought, but it attempts to discover and examine understudied
parallels between Woolf’s and Whitehead’s conceptions of reality and criticism of all forms
of the bifurcation of nature. Whereas Whitehead primarily defines this bifurcation as
epistemological problem of the distinction between the nature composed of “entities such as
electrons which are the study of speculative physics” and the apparent nature produced as “the
byplay of mind,* he examines several other dualisms throughout his philosophical work, for
example the distinction between substance and experience, the subject and object, the animate
and the inanimate, the organism and its environment, or ultimately an organism and the
community of its fellow beings. Precisely these themes are the points of intersection between
Woolf’s personal philosophy and process thought. In this light, the thesis proposes that if we
want to pigeonhole Woolf as a philosopher, its closest correlative would be a process-oriented
thinker. For this reason, it is quite surprising that there are only a few papers which analyse
the potential that process philosophy offers in relation to Woolf’s writing. This might be
partly explained by the neglect of Whiteheadian thought in the mid and second half of the 20™

century and “the Whiteheadian turn” appearing in philosophy and science only in the last few

46. Hagen, 146.

47. Alfred North Whitehead, Process and Reality (New York: The Free Press, 1978), 7.
48. Hagen, 137.

49. Alfred North Whitehead, The Concept of Nature (Cambridge: CUP, 2015), 21.
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decades, and partly by the fact that Woolf’s ontology has been extensively discussed in
relation to Deleuze’s poststructuralist thought, new materialism, or object-oriented ontology
—theories that more or less directly elaborate on Whitehead’s cosmology.

The parallels between Deleuze’s poststructuralist philosophy and Woolf’s fiction have
been analysed by Derek Ryan in his already mentioned book Virginia Woolf and the
Materiality of Theory, where the author discusses Woolf’s writing in relation to Deleuze’s and
Guattari’s concept of rhizomatic structure or becoming-animal, and by Laci Mattison, who
has published many articles on Deleuzian reading of modernism and importantly also the
article “Woolf’s Un/folding(s): The Artist and The Event of the Neo-Baroque,” where she
mentions Deleuze’s notion of the fold inspired by Whitehead. Mattison highlights that objects
in Woolf’s fiction may often be called “events” because they enter various relations with their
environment, which is one of the topics discussed later in this thesis. Although this article

30 it tends to

opens up a new way of reading Woolf’s fiction via the “aesthetics of event,
identify Deleuze’s ontology with that of Whitehead, which is, of course, justifiable to some
extent, but as some scholars point out, Deleuze freely modified Whitehead’s thought to his

own image and we cannot think of these two philosophies as entirely equivalent.’! For this

reason, this thesis focuses primarily on the ontology, or cosmology, outlined by Alfred North

50. Laci Mattison, “Woolf’s Un/folding(s): The Artist and The Event of the Neo-Baroque™ in
Contradictory Woolf: Selected Papers from the Twenty-First Annual International
Conference on Virginia Woolf, ed. Derek Ryan and Stella Bolaki (Clemson, Clemson
University Press, 2012), 97.

51. Michael Halewood in his article “On Whitehead and Deleuze: The Process of
Materiality,” published in Configurations 13, no. 1 (2005): 57-76, acknowledges the parallels
between Deleuze’s and Whitehead’s ideas of materiality and points out that both Whitehead
and Deleuze envisaged a nonessentialist ontology and saw nature as the realm of interrelated
experiences of subjects. He adds that while Whitehead also prioritizes becoming over being,
however, unlike Deleuze he is more successful in “advocating a notion of physicality” (61).
Didier Debaise in his book Speculative Empiricism: Revisiting Whitehead (Edinburgh:
Edinburgh University Press, 2017) points out weaknesses of Deleuze’s appropriation of
Whitehead’s thought, for example his perception of Whitehead’s philosophy as philosophy of
events (54) based on the idea that an actual entity is an event. In fact, what Deleuze sees as an
event is Whitehead’s society (55).
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Whitehead because he is not only the inspiration for Deleuze’s own ontology of becoming but
above all Woolf’s contemporary. In the introduction of his above-mentioned book Derek
Ryan argues that he wants to discuss Woolf’s writing via Deleuze’s perspective because the
philosopher “in one way or another” influenced the theories of new materialism as proposed
by Donna Haraway, Karen Barad, or Jane Bennett, and that the “Deleuzian” reading of Woolf

may “open up new perspectives and conceptual paradigms”>>

and re-establish the importance
of theory while analysing Woolf’s texts. Moreover, the Deleuzian poststructuralist lens enable
Ryan to link Woolf’s writing with contemporary theories that focus on “the material
entanglements of humans with nonhuman objects>* and demonstrate that Woolf still has a
say in today’s post-humanist debates.

While this dissertation analyses Woolf’s texts from a similar perspective to that of
Ryan, it also aims to bridge the temporal gap between Woolf and Deleuze’s poststructuralist
thought by supporting its arguments with the process thought of Whitehead. The philosopher
was not only a predecessor of and inspiration for Deleuze’s thought but also Woolf’s
contemporary, which suggests what both the writer and the philosopher were, in fact, ahead of
their own time and anticipated our current discussions of materiality. Claiming that all the
above-mentioned new materialists at least partly elaborate on Deleuze’s ideas, Ryan neglects
Whitehead’s direct influence on some of these thinkers. For example, Donna J. Haraway
mentions Whitehead’s concept of concrescence in the first chapter of her book When Species
Meet to exemplify the natural connection between human/nonhuman individuals, their

ancestors, and contemporaries. Whitehead is mentioned also in other chapters of the book and

especially in relation to Haraway’s concept of “worlding” inspired by Isabelle Stengers and

52. Ryan, Virginia Woolf 18.
53. Ryan, Virginia Woolf 12.
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her elaboration on Whitehead’s philosophy.>* In her article “Diffractive Propositions: Reading
Alfred North Whitehead with Donna Haraway and Karen Barad” Melanie Seghal suggests
that Karen Barad’s focus on quantum physics and her idea of “ontological entanglements” is
strikingly similar to Whitehead’s interrelated actual entities and societies.>> Deleuze himself
refers directly to Whitehead in his book The Fold: Leibniz and the Baroque, where he speaks
about Whitehead as one of the successors of the philosophical school of “events.”>® Therefore,
these parallels indicate that whereas Woolf’s fiction is often read in line with the postmodern
and poststructuralist theories of materiality in order to be related to contemporary discussions
about materiality, nature and culture dualism or posthumanism, it may be read alongside
Whitehead’s “philosophy of organism,” which prefigures the main issues discussed by
Deleuze and his successors new materialists. As a result, this thesis aims to complement
various readings of Virginia Woolf’s fiction via the Deleuzian lens with the original
Whiteheadian perspective from which these readings often originate.

Moreover, with its focus on Whitehead the thesis also attempts to bring the
philosopher, who had been neglected for a few decades because of his focus on all-
encompassing cosmology, into current discussions and demonstrate that his philosophy
enables us to read literature in a new light and renders it pertinent to our current critical
climate. The striking parallels between Woolf’s fiction and Whitehead’s ideas also illustrate
that Whitehead’s process thought does not represent an abstract philosophy but that it may
enlighten our conceptualisation of the everyday and material objects, connections between

things and human beings, interpersonal relations, and last but not least the nonhuman and

54. Donna J. Haraway, When Species Meet (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press,
2008) 93.

55. Melanie Sehgal, “Diffractive Propositions: Reading Alfred North Whitehead with Donna
Haraway and Karen Barad,” Parallax 20, no. 3 (2014): 194.

56. Gilles Deleuze, The Fold: Leibniz and the Baroque (London: The Athlone Press, 1993)
76.
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criticism of anthropocentrism. Unfortunately, there is no clear evidence that Woolf ever read
Whitehead’s works, but she must have known him via her friends Bertrand Russell and
Ottoline Morell.’” In her autobiographical memoir “Old Bloomsbury” Woolf mentions her
attendance at the 1912 ball that celebrated the end of the Second Post-Impressionist
Exhibition organized in London’s Crosby Hall, where she was dressed very colourfully like a
“negro woman” from Gaugin’s paintings, which scandalized Mrs Whitehead, the wife of
Alfred North Whitehead.*® At that time, Whitehead was known mainly as a co-author of 1910
Principia Mathematica, rather than as a philosopher. Therefore, the direct influence of his
philosophy on Woolf cannot be justified. In this light, this thesis suggests that analogies
between Woolf’s and Whitehead’s “philosophies” result from the fact that they were
contemporaries and that they were interested in similar issues, probably due to the changing
social and scientific discourse of their time. In this respect, the thesis discusses the parallels
between Woolf’s and Whitehead’s thought via the prism of zeitgeist model, which is based on
shared interests of various disciplines at a particular period, rather than direct influence
model,”® which would claim that Woolf knew Whitehead, and therefore must have read some
of his philosophical works and applied his ideas to her fiction. Thus, this thesis analyses the
analogies between Woolf’s literary viewpoint and Whitehead’s philosophical perspective in
accordance with Gillian Beer’s idea from her book Open Fields, where the literary critic
suggests that diverse scientific and artistic disciplines “share the moment’s discourse.”®® As a

result, this thesis provides another description of Woolf’s “personal philosophy,”