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Justin O’Hearn Letter of Intent for UBC English PhD.  
 
Instruct ions from UBC appl i cat ion ( information may no longer be accurate) :  
Applicants for the PhD should describe the specific nature of the research you proposed to conduct during your 
doctoral studies. You should specify the area of research, the research question, the context, objectives, methodology, 
and the anticipated contribution to the advancement of knowledge. Identify potential faculty supervisors and 
committee members, and indicate if you have already been in touch regarding your project. You should indicate 
whether there are particular resources (for example, faculty, library collections, research groups or other programs) 
that make UBC a particularly good fit for the proposed research. This research statement provides a basis from 
which the admissions committee can assess the readiness of the applicant to propose and carry out a program of 
independent research. Should the applicant be admitted, it will also lay the groundwork for grant applications to be 
completed in the fall of the first year of the doctoral program. [Applicants are advised to prepare this statement as 
a Word document in advance and then paste the document in the space below. This space fits about 500-700 
words and can accommodate an abbreviated version of a SSHRC program of Study Statement.]  
 

I have recently completed my first semester of Master’s studies at Simon Fraser 
University under the supervision of Dr. Margaret Linley. UBC is a logical place to continue my 
Doctorate studies because of the breadth of its faculty interests and the possibilities for research 
committees that affords. I have been in contact with Dr. Suzy Anger in the English department 
who has expressed an interest in supporting my research if I were to bring it to UBC. The 
program will allow me to further my critical analyses of postmodern theories and their relevance 
and reliance upon their predecessors while supporting and building upon my research. My 
research will build upon and challenge posthumanism by exposing it to historical scrutiny. I plan 
to publish my dissertation of the Victorian and postmodern eras as historically significant 
corollaries of embodiment contributing to the field the first book-length study of its kind. 

My research is centred around the historically situated physical body and the concept of a 
posthuman body offering two complementary entry points/perspectives for approaching the 
problem of this contingency of knowledge. The late Victorian fin de siècle and the present era 
share similar crises of human embodiment. The unprecedented technological change of both 
eras necessitates shifts in what it means to be ‘human’. My research questions examine the ideals 
of late Victorian-era aestheticism and the posthuman. Emerging technologies such as the 
phonograph and film gave late Victorians cause for concern as the idea of materiality outside the 
body implied a deadening or ‘spectrality,’ to use Jacques Derrida’s term, of the body. Emerging 
technologies today elicit the same concerns: transference of the human onto other media – 
copying of the human rather than merely visual or aural representation – so that humans are not 
only be represented outside the body but these representations would be the human. My research 
aims to trace the origins of disembodiment’s modern progenitors, the late Victorians, as a type of 
archaeology of posthumanism. The technology, literature, and theories of this period are 
foundational to the comprehension of the ever-evolving body of today and little specific work of 
this kind exists. 

My research has two main divisions. The first is a survey of late Victorian aesthetic and 
then posthuman theories, the former drawing on works by Walter Pater, Oscar Wilde, Karl 
Marx, and others while the latter on Donna Haraway, Michel Foucault, Judith Butler, and others. 
These eras will be treated as moments of comparable historical and technological change which 
forced a rethinking of how human and body are defined. Hayles’ postmodern idea of the body as 
the “original prothesis we all learn to manipulate” is a culmination of thought processes that 
were beginning to be debated in the Victorian era and had their genesis even earlier. The second 
division involves the theories in the first used in close analysis of works from both Victorian and 
contemporary literature. Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein (1818) will be used as the defining text for 



 

 

O’Hearn 2 

studying Wilde’s The Picture of Dorian Gray (1891), H.G. Wells’ The Island of Dr. Moreau (1896), 
Michel Houellebecq’s Elementary Particles (2000), and Margaret Atwood’s Oryx and Crake (2004). 
These texts exemplify disembodiment via the literary trope I am calling ‘Body Trouble’. The 
dystopian worlds in which species are combined and created from scratch in the laboratory take 
ideas defined in Frankenstein, refined in Dr. Moreau, and posit them within contemporary 
discourse as a pragmatic challenge to the issues facing embodiment. The shift in the Victorian 
alchemy of disembodiment has become, in the posthuman era, a hard science. 
 


