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中 文 摘 要 ： 本計畫（108-2410-H-003-010）旨在研究身為作家兼哲學家的梅
．辛克萊（1863-1946）及其和維多利亞晚期的哲學運動——英國唯
心論（British Idealism） ——之間的關聯。具體而言，我研究了
英國唯心論對時間現實的討論及如何將其融入辛克萊的哲學、理論
批評、短篇故事以及小說中。本計畫期望能在國際研討會上發表研
究論文並出版於A&HCI期刊。在該計畫開始後的三個月，我得到了科
技部贊助年輕學者的五年期計畫——哥倫布計畫。然而，若要接受
哥倫布計畫的補助款，我必須提前終止梅．辛克萊計畫的經費，故
無法如預期於研討會發表。雖然如此，我仍能完成一篇符合文章長
度的論文，此篇論文近期正在修改並重新投稿於《二十世紀文學》
（Twentieth-Century Literature），也是A&HCI的期刊之一。我期
望這篇論文能被採納並順利發表，讓我既使在中途提前終止本計畫
，但仍能達成本計畫的主要目標。

根據提案的進度，我在2019年秋季時著手進行研究，並使用計畫經
費支出所需之書籍、文章以及線上文獻的費用，得以達成研究初步
成果並撰寫論文草稿。當我在2019年底得知我獲得哥倫布計畫補助
款時，我發現此計畫將在數個月內終止，因此我迅速地修改論文並
完成定稿，將論文投稿至《二十世紀文學》（Twentieth-Century
Literature）。經過幾個月的審查，我最近收到了回饋：兩則正面
的回饋建議可以發表此論文，另一則較負面的回饋建議可以做些微
的修改。我已完成修改並等待最後的決定。此篇論文將會吸引現代
主義時期學者，以及對文學及哲學之間的文學形式和關聯有興趣者
的目光。最後，即使言之過早，我認為我成功完成此研究。我不但
成功達成此計劃的主要目標，且在哥倫布計畫中延展此想法。我十
分感激科技部對本計畫的支持與賞識。

中文關鍵詞： 英國唯心論、梅.辛克萊、時間性、現代主義文學、意識流

英 文 摘 要 ： This project (108-2410-H-003-010) sought to research the
relationship between the author and philosopher May
Sinclair (1863-1946) and the late Victorian philosophical
movement called British Idealism. More specifically, I
investigated the British Idealist debate surrounding the
reality of time, and how these ideas were incorporated into
Sinclair’s philosophy, literary criticism, short stories,
and novels. The main goals of this project were to present
a paper at an international conference and to publish an
essay in an A&HCI journal. Three months after this grant
started, I was informed that I was the recipient of the
Columbus grant, a five-year grant for young scholars funded
through MOST. To accept the Columbus grant, I had to
terminate the May Sinclair grant early and was therefore
unable to present a paper at a conference, as I had
originally intended. I was, however, still able to produce
an article-length essay, which is currently under revise-
and-resubmit at Twentieth-Century Literature, an A&HCI
journal. I expect this essay to be accepted for



publication, thereby achieving the principal goal of this
grant despite having to stop midway through.

Following the schedule outlined in my proposal, I spent the
fall of 2019 conducting research, using the funds provided
to purchase books, articles, and online texts related to
the project, and writing a draft essay of my findings. When
I found out that I had received the Columbus grant in late
2019, I realized I only had a few more months before the
grant would be terminated, so I quickly revised and
finalized my provisional draft and submitted it to
Twentieth-Century Literature. After months of review, I
recently received feedback: two positive reviews
recommending publication and one less positive review that
recommended minor revisions. I have already finished the
revisions and await the final decision. The essay will be
of interest to scholars of the modernist period and those
interested in questions of literary form and the
relationship between literature and philosophy. Ultimately,
despite its premature conclusion, this project was a
success. I was able to achieve the principal goal of the
project, and the research that I conducted has spurred me
to continue this line of thought in my Columbus project. I
am very grateful to MOST for seeing the value of this
project and supporting it.

英文關鍵詞： British Idealism, May Sinclair, temporality, modernist
literature, stream of consciousness
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Abstract 

 

The Structure of Time in British Idealism and May Sinclair 

 

This project (108-2410-H-003-010) sought to research the relationship between the author and 

philosopher May Sinclair (1863-1946) and the late Victorian philosophical movement called 

British Idealism. More specifically, I investigated the British Idealist debate surrounding the 

reality of time, and how these ideas were incorporated into Sinclair’s philosophy, literary 

criticism, short stories, and novels. The main goals of this project were to present a paper at an 

international conference and to publish an essay in an A&HCI journal. Three months after this 

grant started, I was informed that I was the recipient of the Columbus grant, a five-year grant for 

young scholars funded through MOST. To accept the Columbus grant, I had to terminate the 

May Sinclair grant early and was therefore unable to present a paper at a conference, as I had 

originally intended. I was, however, still able to produce an article-length essay, which is 

currently under revise-and-resubmit at Twentieth-Century Literature, an A&HCI journal. I 

expect this essay to be accepted for publication, thereby achieving the principal goal of this grant 

despite having to stop midway through. 

 

Following the schedule outlined in my proposal, I spent the fall of 2019 conducting research, 

using the funds provided to purchase books, articles, and online texts related to the project, and 

writing a draft essay of my findings. When I found out that I had received the Columbus grant in 

late 2019, I realized I only had a few more months before the grant would be terminated, so I 

quickly revised and finalized my provisional draft and submitted it to Twentieth-Century 

Literature. After months of review, I recently received feedback: two positive reviews 

recommending publication and one less positive review that recommended minor revisions. I 

have already finished the revisions and await the final decision. The essay will be of interest to 

scholars of the modernist period and those interested in questions of literary form and the 

relationship between literature and philosophy. Ultimately, despite its premature conclusion, this 

project was a success. I was able to achieve the principal goal of the project, and the research that 

I conducted has spurred me to continue this line of thought in my Columbus project. I am very 

grateful to MOST for seeing the value of this project and supporting it. 

 

Key words: British Idealism, May Sinclair, temporality, modernist literature, stream of 

consciousness 
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Introduction 

 

My grant proposal project, entitled “The Structure of Time in British Idealism and May Sinclair” 

(108-2410-H-003-010), was pursued from August 2019 to January 2020. This project sought to 

research the relationship between author and philosopher May Sinclair (1863-1946) and the late 

Victorian philosophical movement called British Idealism. More specifically, I investigated the 

British Idealist debate surrounding the reality of time, and how these ideas were incorporated 

into Sinclair’s philosophy, literary criticism, short stories, and novels. The larger research 

questions that initiated this project were the following: what is the relationship between 

Victorian philosophical idealism and the development of fiction? What effect did idealist debates 

on time have on modernist techniques such as stream of consciousness, a term Sinclair was the 

first to apply to literature? The goals of the project, in addition to learning more about the topic 

by conducting this research, were to present a paper at an international conference and publish an 

essay in an A&HCI-listed journal. 

 

I submitted the application for this grant in December 2018. In the spring of 2019, I was 

informed about MOST’s Columbus grant for young scholars and decided to apply. I was notified 

of my acceptance in November 2019, after my May Sinclair grant had already begun. Because I 

could not maintain two grant projects at the same time, I decided to cancel the May Sinclair 

project and take up the Columbus grant. For this reason, my May Sinclair project was cut short, 

reduced by about half. Unfortunately, this meant that I was unable to attend a conference as I had 

planned. However, I worked quickly to convert the sketch of my conference presentation into an 

article submission. I have submitted the essay to Twentieth-Century Literature, an A&HCI 

journal, and it is currently under revise-and-resubmit.   

 

This review essay seeks to provide a retrospective account of the project, and it consists of two 

sections: Research Background and Research Outcome. In the first section, I provide more 

information on the genesis of this project. In the second section, I provide an excerpt from my 

essay to provide a sense of the project’s results: I include the introduction of the essay and a 

section from the end, where I provide a close reading of Sinclair’s work and a conclusion. 

Ultimately, I believe the project was a success. Although I was unable to attend a conference, I 

believe my essay will eventually be accepted for publication. Moreover, I learned a lot about the 

topic of idealism which I will put to good use on the Columbus project. I am deeply grateful to 

the readers who saw the value in my proposal and approved this project, and would also like to 

thank the Ministry of Science and Technology for supporting me. 

 

 

Research Background 

 

This project began as an offshoot of my previous MOST grant project, which examined the 

relationship between the late Victorian author Samuel Butler and the British Idealist philosopher 

F. H. Bradley. In the process of researching this project, I came across the work of May Sinclair 

because she devoted an entire chapter to Butler’s panpsychism in her first philosophical treatise 
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on idealism. I was already aware of the strong influence of Butler’s work on the development of 

modernist fiction, but knew little of Sinclair. The fact that she was a prolific writer of fiction and 

idealist philosophy with a connection to Butler made her an irresistible focus for my next project. 

I hoped to be able to connect her historically and thematically to Butler in order to show the 

influence of Victorian idealism on the development of modernist form. 

 

Ultimately, Butler became a minor figure in this project. I became more interested in tracing an 

argument that consumed the British Idealist movement around the turn of the century: namely, a 

debate over the reality of time. Several British Idealists (including Bradley) argued that time was 

unreal—to be more specific, they believed that time was only partially real, a mere part of the 

larger reality they often refer to as the Absolute. Sinclair’s 1923 short story “The Finding of the 

Absolute” is a philosophical fiction that depicts this Absolute and the swirling time-systems that 

it contains. This was the beginning of a connection that I wanted to pursue in more depth: how 

does Sinclair conceive of time in her own philosophical work? How does she agree with or 

depart from British Idealist conceptions? How does her notion of the “stream of consciousness,” 

which she was the first to apply to literature, relate to contemporary theories of temporality and 

ontology? And how did Sinclair deploy these concepts of time, consciousness, and reality in her 

other works of fiction? For this last question, I decided to focus on her 1922 novel Life and 

Death of Harriet Frean because it is often seen as one of Sinclair’s most “modernist” works. I 

wanted to examine how her philosophical views and the larger idealist debate were translated 

into literary form. 

 

The results of this project are significant because my essay examines a relatively neglected 

aspect of late Victorian and early twentieth-century culture: the idealist movement in philosophy. 

There have been very few studies of the relationship between this movement and literature. 

Many scholars have written about the new conceptions of time that proliferated around this time 

period, but few have investigated the British Idealist contribution to these conceptions. Indeed, 

the British Idealist insistence on the unreality (or partial, perspectival nature) of time fits with 

contemporaneous ideas, from Einsteinian physics to modernist innovators like Virginia Woolf. 

Another positive result of my research is that a commonplace literary term—stream of 

consciousness—is reinvested with a broader definition and its rightful provenance (almost all 

literature textbooks and many scholars remark that the term originated with William James—this 

obscures other originators of the term, like Samuel Butler, but more importantly steals the credit 

from Sinclair, who was the first to apply it to literature). Finally, my work contributes to the 

growing body of research on May Sinclair, who deserves more attention from scholars, 

especially those interested in modernism, philosophy and literature, and feminism.        

 

 

Research Outcome 

 

Introduction 

 

In May Sinclair’s 1923 short story “The Finding of the Absolute,” a philosopher named Spalding 

enters “the Absolute” after his death, where he is given an absolute perspective on reality and the 

(partial) reality of time: 
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The whole universe stood up on end round him, doubling all its future back upon 

all its past. He saw the vast planes of time intersecting each other, like the planes 

of a sphere, wheeling, turning in and out of each other. He saw other space and 

time systems rising up, toppling, enclosing and enclosed. And as a tiny inset in 

the immense scene, his own life from birth to the present moment, together with 

the events of his heavenly life to come.1 

Sinclair’s depiction of the Absolute elaborates a concept associated primarily with Hegel, a 

concept that became common philosophical currency from the 1870s to the 1920s, when British 

Idealism—a philosophical movement sometimes identified as part of “Absolute Idealism”—

flourished. For Sinclair and the British Idealists, “the Absolute” is roughly equivalent to “the 

whole universe”: the entire extent of reality that exceeds and contains the historical time series 

that humans experience in everyday life. In other words, the Absolute is the timeless whole that 

encompasses our individual and collective time series—as well as many other “time systems” 

constellated within “vast planes of time.” Sinclair’s “The Finding of the Absolute” is one of the 

most explicitly self-conscious literary responses to the idealist tradition in philosophy (indeed, it 

is Kant himself who guides Spalding’s tour of the Absolute). Yet the influence of this tradition 

on modern literature remains overlooked, at least after its supposed apotheosis during the period 

of German Idealism and Romanticism. In order to broaden our understanding of the mutual 

influence between idealism and literature, I will examine how several British Idealists conceive 

of time and how these conceptions are revised and employed in the works of Sinclair. 

 

May Sinclair (1863-1946) published an array of significant philosophical treatises, novels, short 

stories, poems, and works of literary criticism from 1882 to 1927, during the height of British 

Idealism. After the publication of her novel The Divine Fire in 1904, she became a literary 

celebrity on both sides of the Atlantic and fostered the development of several modernist and 

Imagist writers by providing social and critical support. With regard to philosophy, she was 

largely self-taught after an initial exposure to German and British idealism at Cheltenham Ladies 

College in 1881-1882. She eventually became a respected philosopher as well, joining the 

Aristotelian Society in 1917 (beginning in 1910, the Society held an annual joint conference with 

the Mind Association, publishers of the journal Mind, which I discuss at length below). She was 

also deeply interested in mysticism and psychoanalysis. The wide range of influences on Sinclair 

and her own varied interests make it clear that her work cannot be reduced to or conflated with 

any single category. It would be uncontroversial to argue, however, along with Emily Thomas, 

that she “is an Absolute idealist.”2 Indeed, Sinclair as literary and philosophical writer fits 

(imperfectly) within the Hegelian tradition: it is ironic that she has Kant dazzled by the Absolute 

in her short story, since this perspective on time and metaphysical reality violates, in Hegelian 

manner, Kant’s careful delimitations of possible experience. By placing Sinclair within the 

context of the Hegelian tradition and, more specifically, British Idealism, it becomes evident that 

idealist temporality is part of the general tendency during the modernist period to make time 

subjective, relative, and therefore multiple. Idealist temporality also forms part of the historical 

background for the development of the “stream of consciousness” technique, a phrase Sinclair 

was the first to apply to literature in 1918.3 Thus, British Idealism played a substantial but still 

underappreciated role in the development of modernist narrative form. 

 

During the modernist period, it became increasingly obvious that novels are deeply concerned 

with temporality, both in terms of content and form. In 1916, one year before Sinclair published 
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her first philosophical treatise, A Defence of Idealism, and two years before she used the phrase 

“stream of consciousness” to describe Dorothy Richardson’s novels, György Lukács—then in his 

idealist phase—argues that novelistic characters are fundamentally temporal: “Beyond events, 

beyond psychology, time gives [characters] the essential quality of their existence . . . the 

atmosphere of thus being borne upon the unique and unrepeatable stream of life cancels out the 

accidental nature of their experiences and the isolated nature of the events recounted.”4 For 

Lukács, the “existent, experienced continuity” of time, the “stream of life,” provides narrative 

unity, although that unity is punctuated by whorls of individual experiences and events.5 Making 

time the essence of character is a crucial development in the turn from Victorian realism to 

literary modernism. Ronald Schleifer suggests that in the latter but not the former, “the subject of 

experience is temporalized: the temporal situation of the subject of experience—situated within 

the contours of his or her own life and within the ‘events’ of history more generally conceived—

is a constituent element in the nature of that experience.”6 Of course, the enfolding of individual 

subjects in time entails that there are multiple time series nested within multiple levels of 

generality, from “the contours of his or her own life” to “history more generally conceived” to 

the reality that transcends time itself, as Sinclair and the British Idealists maintained. In his 

classic The Culture of Time and Space, 1880-1918, Stephen Kern demonstrates that such 

temporal multiplicity was on display in a range of discourses, technologies, and media during 

this period: “One major change was the affirmation of a plurality of times and spaces”7 in 

science, philosophy, psychology, the visual arts, film, music, and literature. With regard to 

literature, Kern emphasizes stream of consciousness as an important marker of this shift: 

“Although the technique is intended to recreate the entirety of consciousness, it is especially well 

suited to deal with its temporal fluidity.”8 Indeed, because a stream of consciousness is not 

bound to a single, linear temporal series, and because it is also nested within what Lukács calls 

more generally the “stream of life,” it embodies the multiple nature of time in narrative form. 

 

As comprehensive as Kern’s account is, he seems unaware of Sinclair, merely mentioning that 

the “term ‘stream of consciousness’ came into literary use after 1890, following William James’s 

famous definition.”9 Like many scholars of modernist temporality, Kern also allows very few 

figures—Henri Bergson is a usual favorite—to represent the philosophy of the period, ignoring 

the massive British Idealist movement, which was integral in logically accounting for multiple 

temporalities and relating them to consciousness. This neglect may be because British Idealism 

fell on the wrong side of history. Its detractors—most notably, G.E. Moore and Bertrand 

Russell—attacked British Idealism as a pointless and unverifiable metaphysics (theorizing about 

the abstract nature of “Absolute” reality, in contrast to analytic philosophy’s emphasis on 

concrete, empirical reality). Moreover, according to several historical accounts, modernity more 

broadly and modernism in particular mark the end of metaphysics. Espen Hammer argues that 

“the disintegration of metaphysics became an ideological hallmark of modernity itself.”10 

Michael Bell details “the collapse of idealism”: “the Modernist period . . . was a turn not just 

against idealism, but against metaphysics as such.”11 However, such a “collapse,” predicated on 

a strong distinction between the “modern” and “metaphysics,” is overstated: in addition to the 

counterexample of Sinclair, one could invoke Albert Camus and Simone de Beauvoir, whose 

novels were labelled “metaphysical” in the 1940s.12 Bell does concede that “the important 

thinking of the modern age was where it attempted to meet, rather than ignore, the earlier 

tradition [of idealism].”13 His suggestion that the overlapping of Victorian idealism with 

modernism created a ferment of intellectual activity is taken up by Charlotte Jones in her recent 
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exploration of the influence of F.H. Bradley, the most well-known British Idealist, on Sinclair. 

She contends that “philosophical idealism’s enduring ontological unfashionability should not 

obscure the extent to which writers of vastly differing aesthetic principles were invested in its 

subversion of surface materialism, drew upon its expansion of the parameters of psychological 

research, and furthered its destabilization of the relationship between language and reality.”14 

Although there have been several philosophical studies of the British Idealists, and Bradley’s 

influence on T.S. Eliot has long been known (Eliot wrote his dissertation on Bradley), 

“surprisingly little has been written about any potential relationship between late-Victorian 

transcendental metaphysics and early-twentieth century literature.”15 

 

I follow Jones in seeing May Sinclair as a vital place to begin the necessary work of historical 

reclamation. First, Sinclair is exemplary because her literary output traces the shift from the 

Victorian and Edwardian periods to modernism: “her writings represent, in a sense, a genealogy 

of literary modernism’s development from its roots in traditional realism to the experiments with 

narrative point-of-view and stream-of-consciousness phrasing that became its hallmarks.”16 In 

addition, it is clear that idealist philosophy was a principal influence on Sinclair’s turn from 

realist to modernist novels over the course of her career. As Elizabeth A. Mosimann suggests, 

“Sinclair’s own intellectual development intersected with, and sometimes even preceded, those 

concepts that lie at the ground of modernist thought, because the concepts she extracted from the 

epistemological arguments of the nineteenth century [i.e., British Idealism] were the very ones 

that form the basis of that thought.”17 Because idealist concepts “lie at the ground of modernist 

thought,” Sinclair was uniquely positioned to bring her philosophical knowledge and literary 

skills into productive collision. Suzanne Raitt also acknowledges this link vis-à-vis temporality: 

“May Sinclair’s interest in imagining worlds in which time was disrupted was clearly connected . 

. . to her work as an idealist philosopher.”18 Raitt emphasizes that depictions of time in the 

content of Sinclair’s works draw on idealism, but it is worth stressing that idealism also 

influenced the very conceptualization of “stream of consciousness,” thereby shaping how we 

have thought of modernist form from the early twentieth century until now. 

 

One can bracket consciousness and still develop a theory of multiple temporalities: at the turn of 

the century, post-Newtonian physics relativized time in a purely mathematical, materialist way. 

In contrast, British Idealism and the modernist novel make consciousness the prism through 

which multiple temporalities become evident. In order to demonstrate how the affiliations 

between idealism and modernism gave rise to the interweaving of time, consciousness, and 

narrative form, I will first examine the idealist debate over the reality of time, which was waged 

for decades in dozens of books and articles. Although I cannot give an exhaustive account here, I 

will review some of the arguments advanced in the journal Mind to reveal how British Idealism 

undermined the idea that time is universal, and how it used literature as an example for its 

assertions. This provides the context for my reading of Sinclair, which begins by examining her 

philosophical treatises, A Defence of Idealism (1917) and The New Idealism (1922).19 In 

Sinclair’s philosophy, time is of preeminent importance, and she shows how time is refracted and 

pluralized in (human and nonhuman) consciousness. Finally, I turn to an analysis of how Sinclair 

expresses these philosophical ideas through literature, attending to her conception of stream of 

consciousness in “The Novels of Dorothy Richardson” (1918) and exploring her compact 

modernist masterpiece, Life and Death of Harriet Frean (1922). Through these readings, it 

becomes clear that for Sinclair, stream of consciousness provides a mode for expressing the 
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plurality of times that exist within the timeless, while literature in general gives readers the 

absolutely real experience of other consciousnesses and other times—an experience that is 

crucial for one’s spiritual and ethical growth. 

 

Close Reading and Conclusion 

 

The theme of literature is only obliquely referenced in The New Idealism, but Sinclair’s ontology 

is tightly linked to her aesthetics. She points out that when one reads, “the meaning of each 

separate word is caught up with the meaning of the next, they and all successive meanings 

rolling cumulatively into the total meaning of the sentence. Thus the movement of thought has 

thickness, it is three-dimensional in time, involving memory and anticipation, past, present and 

future.”20 Because reading, like any other experiential activity, is a temporal process, it 

necessarily involves consciousness. Literature may be composed of a series of discrete words, 

but consciousness provides their synthesis: the temporal continuum that binds the words together 

into something meaningful. This suggests that reading a work of literature is not a 

representational, mediated process—at least not entirely. Underlying its representational aspect, 

Sinclair argues that art provokes the direct perception of (a) reality: “primary [perceiving, 

feeling, willing, remembering, conceiving, and imagining] and secondary consciousness 

[reflecting, judging, inferring, and reasoning] work together in all creative art; but the finished 

work of art, the creation, becomes the object of primary consciousness.”21 In other words, when I 

read about the blue egg in Sinclair’s novel Life and Death of Harriet Frean, I perceive, feel, or 

imagine the egg in precisely the same way I would during other forms of waking or dreaming 

experience. I can also reflect on the blue egg, using the rational powers of my “secondary 

consciousness” to analyze it as a metaphor of this or that, but Sinclair does not seem particularly 

interested in these second-order operations. Instead, she implies that my consciousness is directly 

activated and engaged by the blue egg on the page. This is how Sinclair conceives of literature: it 

is the creation of the consciousness of an author, it captures the consciousness of a character, and 

it engages the consciousness of a reader as it literally flows into these other consciousnesses. 

Together they form a stream of consciousness, a thick, “three-dimensional” time that would 

require an intricate diagram to depict. The aesthetic act of reading is thus identical to an 

everyday act of experience. If I see a blue egg outside of a book—in a “real” nest, for instance—

I am reading a bit of God’s consciousness, for God is “the wild poetic genius of eternity . . . . 

[T]he universe is not a set of equations. It has all the appearances of a romantic adventure.”22 

 

In “The Novels of Dorothy Richardson” (1918), Sinclair makes the connection between time, 

consciousness, and literature even more explicit. Richardson is a brilliant novelist because she 

“seizes reality alive.”23 Her novels do not simply represent reality; they present it, in all its 

“thickness”: “Reality is thick and deep, too thick and too deep, and at the same time too fluid to 

be cut with any convenient carving-knife.”24 For a novel to “seize” reality, its form must not be 

chopped up into convenient, palatable pieces. Instead, it must be thick, deep, and fluid; its 

temporality must be plural rather than serial. Here, quoted in full, is her introduction of the term 

“stream of consciousness” as applied to Richardson’s Pilgrimage novels: 

I have heard other novelists say that they [Richardson’s novels] have no art and 

no method and no form, and that it is this formlessness that annoys them. They 

say that they have no beginning and no middle and no end, and that to have form 

a novel must have an end and a beginning and a middle. We have come to words 



9 

 

that in more primitive times would have been blows on this subject. There is a 

certain plausibility in what they say, but it depends on what constitutes a 

beginning and a middle and an end. In this series there is no drama, no situation, 

no set scene. Nothing happens. It is just life going on and on. It is Miriam 

Henderson’s stream of consciousness going on and on. And in neither is there any 

grossly discernible beginning or middle or end.25 

Here Sinclair defends Richardson against her critics, who demand that a novel’s form align with 

a single, serial temporality. Instead, Richardson is “not concerned with the strict order of events 

in time,” as evidenced by the varying speed at which time passes in the narrative, as well as the 

movement of Miriam’s consciousness backwards and forwards in time.26 Again, the effect of 

such temporal play is to place the real world before the reader’s consciousness in a way that 

heightens and intensifies it: “You look at the world through Miriam’s senses, and it is as if you 

had never seen it so vividly before.”27 For Sinclair, literature—at least, what we would now call 

the modernist novel—serves an important aesthetic and ontological function. It trains one to 

perceive the actual constitution of reality as described in her short story “The Finding of the 

Absolute”: multiple planes of time wheeling within a timeless universe. In several passages 

throughout her own novels, Sinclair describes intense moments of heightened perception where a 

character (and the reader swept along) transcends the temporalities that swathe her to touch the 

timeless Absolute. 

 

Such transcendence is not necessarily ecstatic—it could just as easily be terrifying or banal. In 

Sinclair’s short story “When their Fire is not Quenched” (1922), Harriott Leigh is trapped in a 

timeless labyrinth after she dies; she must eternally reenact a sordid and boring sexual affair 

when this “future” event comes to infect all of her past memories.28 Published in the same year 

and with a homonymously-named protagonist, Life and Death of Harriet Frean (1922) is a kind 

of novelistic repetition of this story. It traces the uneventful life of Harriet, who gradually falls 

into self-absorbed seclusion after her rejection of a marriage proposal by her best friend 

Priscilla’s fiancé, Robin. Robin goes on to marry Priscilla, but eventually Priscilla, Robin, and 

then Harriet become miserable, cantankerous invalids and die. The novel suggests that it was 

Harriet’s punctilious rejection of Robin that led to all this unhappiness and unfulfillment, but the 

failure is also one of improperly engaging with time: Harriet allows herself to be carried along by 

linear, serial time, failing to recognize and seize those moments that offer self-transcendence and 

a broader understanding of her life’s meaning. Although Harriet Frean is unable to do so, Harriet 

Frean undermines the inexorable inertia of serial time by superimposing upon it a thick, three-

dimensional time that gestures beyond to the timeless Absolute. The timeless is indicated by a 

collection of objects that Harriet invests with intense significance, including a cat, a blue egg, 

and red campion flowers. Sinclair’s emphasis on these numinous objects belies two common, 

intersecting assumptions: first, that idealism dismisses objects as unreal and therefore 

subordinate to subjectivity; second, that the stream-of-consciousness mode is similarly focused 

on interior psychological states rather than external reality. Thus, by reading Harriet Frean from 

within the context of British Idealism, we gain a more complex view of what idealism and 

stream of consciousness meant and how they were enacted during the modernist period. 

 

In its relatively short compass, Harriet Frean radically distorts serial time and the expectation of 

certain readers that novels should have a clear beginning, middle, and end. Although the novel is 

nominally a Bildungsroman that “begins” with Harriet’s childhood and “ends” with her death, 
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the movement from beginning to end is anything but linear: the stream of her life is rapid then 

excruciatingly slow; it skips over gaps of varying lengths; it curves back upon itself in swirling 

arcs. Some of her life is narrated with the utmost brevity, her age alone marking what transpires: 

“Fifty-five. Sixty.”29 Lee Charney describes the “empty moment” as a characteristic experience 

of the early twentieth century, a feeling of “drift” that “constitutes not an even, forward flow but 

a mercurial and variable experience, diffuse and distracted, unquantifiable.”30 Harriet’s empty 

moments seem to extend for years, if not decades: “The years passed: the sixty-third, sixty-

fourth; sixty-fifth; their monotony mitigated by long spells of torpor and the sheer rapidity of 

time. Her mind was carried on, empty, in empty, flying time.”31 At other times, however, time 

runs slow and full. One evening when Harriet and Robin care for Priscilla after her debilitating 

paralysis, the atmosphere of gloom is stretched out with relentless references to time: “All 

evening and all through Sunday”; “On Monday morning”; “till six o’clock”; “You’ll go at nine”; 

“When the clock struck nine”; “for a little time.”32 The novel is also punctuated by blank lines 

between sections of text that are meant to indicate the passage of an indeterminate amount of 

time. Sometimes the blank lines indicate hours or days; sometimes they indicate no discernible 

gap at all. Through formal devices such as these, Sinclair disorients the reader’s temporal sense; 

one becomes increasingly unsure of time’s coherence as it is thrust to the forefront of attention. 

 

More subtle, unsettling, and significant is the clever way in which Sinclair symmetrically folds 

the narrative so that the end coincides with the beginning, creating a loop that signifies static 

eternity. At the end of the novel, Harriet lies on an operating table to undergo surgery for the 

same malignant illness as her mother. As the pain causes her to hallucinate, she begins to recite 

the same nursery rhyme that opens the novel: “Pussycat, Pussycat, what did you there?”33 As the 

curtains close around her, the table transforms into a “white-curtained nursery cot,” making her 

feel “like a very little child.”34 The folding of the end of the novel into its beginning suggests that 

key events and symbols in Harriet’s life could be found to overlap if the narrative is doubled 

over upon itself, and indeed this is the case. One example is the symmetrical placement of two 

cats named Mimi, the first appearing at the beginning of the novel as Harriet’s beloved childhood 

pet and the second at the end of the novel as her neighbor’s troublesome one.35 Another is 

Harriet’s mother’s blue egg, an ornamental workbox that Harriet desires as a child.36 At the exact 

midpoint of the novel, it becomes “hateful” to her, presumably because, as a blue egg, it reminds 

her of the lost possibility of having a child with Robin.37 Finally, at the end of the novel, Harriet 

retrieves the blue egg out of hiding, “gazing at it a long time in happy, child-like satisfaction.”38 

The third and most important example of this narrative symmetry is the red campion, which 

symbolizes adventure, passion, and sexuality. The flower first appears abruptly and 

enigmatically, given its own paragraph after a section break: “Red campion—”39 The dash that 

follows the flower suggests its always-deferred fulfillment, and indeed Harriet’s passion never 

comes to fruition. This is the one numinous object that does not have its symmetric counterpart, 

suggesting that it offers an escape from the suffocated doublings of the narrative.  

 

The red campion is initially associated with adventure. A young Harriet wanders through the 

forbidden Black’s Lane, which runs adjacent to her house, emerging with a nosegay of 

campions. Her parents are startled at her disobedience, and Harriet fuses the concepts of shame, 

disobedience, and her parents’ marital discord into one powerful image of her mother amidst the 

campions: “She was holding the flowers up to her face. It was awful, for you could see her 

mouth thicken and redden over its edges and shake. She hid behind the flowers. And somehow 
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you knew it wasn’t your naughtiness that made her cry. There was something more.”40 Mother 

and daughter subsequently forget the episode under the spell of Henry Wadsworth Longfellow’s 

epic poem, Evangeline.41 Later, as a young woman, Harriet meets Robin in Black’s Lane, and as 

he declares his love for her, her fingers loosen “in her dismay; she went dropping red 

campion.”42 Finding herself unable to disobey again, this time with regard to cultural 

assumptions about what a “good” woman should do (i.e., refrain from stealing your best friend’s 

fiancé), Harriet rejects Robin’s proposal. This is the most crucial scene in the novel, the event 

that precipitates the main characters’ decline, and it is bound up in the object of the red campion. 

Yet, where its symmetrical counterpart should appear late in the novel, the red campion is 

notably absent. As an elderly woman, Harriet’s “mind would go backwards, returning, always 

returning to the house in Black’s Lane.”43 She dreams of the trees there, the balcony, herself, and 

her mother, but there is no mention of Robin or red campion. Instead, she wakes up, “surprised 

to find herself sitting in a strange room, dressed in a gown with strange sleeves that ended in old 

wrinkled hands; for the book that lay in her lap was Longfellow, open at Evangeline.”44 The 

strange temporality of dreams functions here to disorient the reader, who becomes increasingly 

unnerved by the uncanny repetitions of the novel. The careful reader, who has been invited to 

identify with Harriet through Sinclair’s use of second-person perspective, will notice the absence 

of the red campion, the object that embodies the possibility for transcendence, a shift into a 

different temporal trajectory and a different, happier life. 

 

These formal experimentations in Harriet Frean challenge the standard meaning of “stream of 

consciousness,” which The Norton Introduction to Literature defines as “a type of third-person 

narration that replicates the thought processes of a character without much or any intervention by 

a narrator. The term was originally coined by . . . William James . . . to describe the workings of 

the human mind and only later adopted to describe the type of narration that seeks to replicate 

this process.”45 By associating literary stream of consciousness with James, the Norton (and 

Stephen Kern, and many others) distorts the term’s real provenance, which belongs to Sinclair. 

This displacement onto James also tends to narrow the formal and ontological possibilities of the 

term—the stream as Sinclair uses it encompasses a much broader range of techniques and 

activities that extend beyond psychology and even the borders of the text. In Harriet Frean, for 

instance, Sinclair does not submerge her narrative in Harriet’s stream of consciousness: there are 

relatively few “stream of consciousness” passages in the novel, if we restrict that term to the 

depiction of consciousness through free indirect discourse and interior monologue. Instead, 

Sinclair follows the course of the stream at varying distances, sometimes (like the narrator of 

Longfellow’s Evangeline) skipping over the “devious path” or even a “changeful year of 

existence,” sometimes briefly watching the surface “gleam,” sometimes allowing the stream to 

speak directly in its “continuous murmur.”46 As we have seen, the stream of consciousness is too 

thick, too fluid, and too variegated to be bound to a single literary technique. It is also relational, 

traversing the gap between character and narrator, narrator and reader. The stream of 

consciousness is therefore more than an aesthetic practice: it is a vital ontological experience that 

has the power to divert readers from their everyday temporality into its plural alternatives, all of 

which reach an outlet in the timeless. For Sinclair, the stream of consciousness is (a specific flow 

of) reality itself. 

 

Sinclair’s philosophical explorations of the “stream of consciousness” reinforce this expanded, 

more open-ended definition. Throughout A Defence of Idealism, she argues that the unity of the 
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stream of consciousness is the synthesis of a multiplicity of psychological, temporal, ontological, 

and aesthetic states, all of which contribute to the self-authoring of the Absolute. For example, 

she devotes considerable attention to dream states, which are certainly not part of the regular 

stream of consciousness, but follow a tributary logic all their own: an alternative “dream-space,” 

“dream-time,” and “dream-unity of consciousness” where one can literally become multiple 

other persons and, like Harriet Frean nodding off with Evangeline in her lap, experience 

temporal currents that do not coincide with the clock time of “reality.”47 Sinclair insists that a 

dream experience is not an unreal illusion or hallucination; instead it “exists; it has its own dream 

reality.”48 It is not “illusory” but “finite”: a part of the Absolute like any other.49 Moreover, the 

dream state and its altered rhythms of time are analogous to the “illusory,” temporally and 

ontologically complex experiences one has while reading literature, aesthetic states which are 

just as “real” as any other partial experience of the Absolute. For Sinclair, literature plays a 

crucial role in enabling consciousness to seize the Absolute: she complains that many British 

Idealists pay too much attention to the abstract conceptualizations of Hegel’s philosophy, where 

“the Hegelian plot is thinnest.”50 This implies that literature is where the plot thickens, working 

to complement philosophy with specificities and particularities, and she pursues this kind of 

integration in her own work, bringing philosophy and literature together to connect the universal 

and particular through the articulations of language.        

 

May Sinclair’s modulation of Hegelian or British Idealist conceptions of temporality finds 

powerful literary expression in her many novels and short stories. Even works that aren’t 

particularly modernist in style present time in a way that elaborates her philosophical idealism. 

For instance, in her war novel The Tree of Heaven (1918), the poet Michael realizes that one can 

transcend time by intensifying one’s conscious grasp of objects, foreshadowing the lesson of 

Harriet Frean: “A sudden intolerable happiness, the flash and stab of the beauty of the almond-

flowers, seen in passing and never seized, beauty which it would have been better for him if he 

had not seen; the knowledge, which he ought never to have had, that this beauty had to die, was 

killed because he had not seized it, when, if he could but have held it for one minute, it would 

have been immortal.”51 A fuller exploration of Sinclair’s oeuvre would no doubt uncover 

additional ways in which she expresses idealist conceptions, not just of temporality and 

ontology, but of epistemology, ethics, and other branches of philosophy. More broadly, it is 

important to uncover the ways in which British Idealism influenced literature during the half 

century it held sway, and in turn how literature deformed and extrapolated the insights of 

philosophy. Many scholars have discussed the link between Bergson and Proust, and while 

Bergson’s philosophy is aligned with British Idealism in many ways, his was not the only 

philosophy of time, nor the only influence on modernism. The modernists may have famously 

rejected Victorianism, but Victorian philosophy had a long afterlife. 
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