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1

Introduction

A HUNGER FOR THE REAL

In 1852 Anna Bartlett Warner published a novel with the defi antly unsentimental 
title of Dollars and Cents. Th e novel’s narrator, Grace Howard, the daughter of 
a wealthy Philadelphia family, begins her story by describing in some detail the 
material comforts of her home. Th ese include Turkish carpets, damask curtains 
and sofas, “chandeliers, carved furniture, pictures, shells, and statues.”1 Grace is 
regularly taken on drives to Levy’s, a fancy dry goods store on Chestnut Street, 
where “a scratch of [her] father’s pen” sees her newly clothed in muslins and silks 
(2). All in the Howard household is cultivated leisure, refi nement, and ease until 
an abrupt, unspecifi ed “change” in the Howard family’s “outward circumstances” 
occurs (2). Th is change is revealed to Grace when she notices that her new set of 
handkerchiefs “aren’t near so fi ne” as her last, a shocking revelation that marks the 
beginning of a period in which her family’s feet begin to “lose ground.” Afraid to 
let themselves go, like children “slipping down hill” and “catching at every bush,” 
the Howards become disoriented, turned around in social space (2).

As a result of the sudden and mysterious decline in the family’s fortunes, the 
Philadelphia house is stripped of its adornments and put up for sale. Mr. Howard 
moves his family to the sanctuary of Glen Luna, his country estate. Once installed 
there, Howard launches into what his wife calls “a wild system of improvements” (32). 
He conceives a scheme to build “mills and mill-dams, roads and plantations,” drawing 
up detailed plans with scribbled fi gures that look, to Grace, like “a long string of units 
and tens and hieroglyphics” (21). But the fi rst mill is promptly burnt down by a rival 
landowner. Burdened by this, and by the countless lawsuits brought by his creditors, 
Howard sinks into a depression. When Grace asks what right his rival had to interfere 
with her father’s business, he replies wearily that “my own rights are growing so misty 
and undefi ned that I know but little about those of other people” (85). Legal processes 
and fi nancial instruments appear in the guise of catastrophic, inexplicable forces which 
constantly endanger the family’s hold on the material supports of life. As the narrative 
progresses, the misty and the undefi ned begin to consume all that is tangible and real.

When the sheriff  confi scates the family’s treasured possessions, Grace is alar-
med by how “strange” her room looks with its closed windows and empty spaces (232). 
“Were we ourselves,” she wonders, “or were we somebody else?” (232). Inspecting 
the “dismantled” drawing-room, she fi nds only “a blank strip of plaster” in place 
of the “soft  shadow” of the family’s statue of Hebe (250, 242): “Shadowy enough 
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2  Downwardly Mobile

now! Th e things we had grown up among were waft ed away into  dreamland. Our 
Hebe—it was McLoon’s; and that last stroke of our little fairy’s wing had  conjured 
herself away with the rest” (242–243). Th e Howards have been robbed of their iden-
tity as genteel people: they are no longer genteel because they no longer possess gen-
teel things. “We almost wondered,” Grace tells us, “whether we were not some family 
of Smiths, just waked up!” (243). Th e known and the familiar  dissolve into vague, 
insubstantial shadows. All of Glen Luna, including Mr. Howard’s improvements, 
his roads and cottages, lies under a kind of  enchantment.

As Mary Templin has shown, Anna Bartlett Warner based Dollars and Cents 
on her own family’s experience of steep downward mobility in the aft ermath of 
the Panic of 1837.2 Warner’s father, Henry Whiting Warner, was one of many New 
York City lawyers who prospered from the city’s real estate boom during the 1830s. 
Between 1833 and 1836, Warner acquired extensive holdings of land in Manhattan 
and bought a mansion on St. Mark’s Place. Th e scale of Warner’s ambitions is indi-
cated by his purchase of Constitution Island in upper New York State, which he 
intended to develop as a summer resort. But rising land prices and construction 
costs increased the credit-dependency of property speculators like Warner, and 
many schemes were fi nanced on borrowed money at high interest rates. Th e sud-
den contraction of credit in the Panic meant that overextended speculators were 
unable to meet their obligations. Forced to sell the family home, Henry Warner 
moved his family to the island (the Glen Luna of Dollars and Cents). Th ere he 
became involved in a further series of unwise investments and lawsuits of the kind 
that beset the Howards in Warner’s novel.3 Like their fi ctional counterparts, Anna 
and her elder sister, Susan, found themselves on “a steady progress downhill,” 
from “waiter and coachman and cook,” and “dainty silks and laces,” to “calicoes, 
 fashioned by our own fi ngers.”4 Together, they endured a time of “[p]rivations not 
talked about, wishes in check,” a time in which they struggled, in Mary Kelley’s 
words, “to hold together the pieces of an existence that refused to coalesce.”5

Th e 1837 Panic dramatically illustrated the ways in which individual lives were 
obscurely implicated in large-scale economic and political upheavals.6 But 1837 
also marks a moment in which the very nature of social reality becomes a press-
ing issue, a moment in which “reality” itself is put under a new kind of stress, and 
people are forced to ask new questions of it. Can I trust the world to look the same 
tomorrow as it does today? Do the things I own have any stable or enduring value? 
Does my identity depend on the things I own?

The argument I want to make here is that, in the nineteenth century, these 
questions were asked with the greatest vigor and intensity by those downwardly 
mobile and precariously located members of the middle class who were clos-
est to both the promises and the risks inherent in American life. The further 
claim I make is that this questioning of reality results in the demand for a new, 
mimetic literature, a literature which presents the solid world of fact as a coun-
terweight to the misty and the undefined. But in order to make my case that 
the origins of literary realism lie in the moment of 1837 and its  dematerializing 
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Introduction  3

and destabilizing effects, that moment and its prehistory require more detailed 
examination.

* * *

Economic expansion in the early republic depended on the credit system, 
described by economic historian Edward Balleisen as “an intricate tangle of obli-
gations,” extending throughout the country.7 A New York “jobber” might send 
$1,000 worth of goods to an Ohio storekeeper and receive his note promising to 
pay in ninety days. In order to maintain his own cash fl ow, the jobber would take 
the storekeeper’s promissory note to a bank and exchange it for $950: his $1,000 
less the percentage, or “discount,” charged by the bank.8 If a customer failed to pay 
for the goods bought with the note, the merchant was liable to the bank for the 
payment of the sum exchanged. Another fi nancial instrument, endorsing, allowed 
debtors to gain access to loans by off ering intangible property such as mortgages, 
stock certifi cates, or promissory notes as collateral. A third party—a business part-
ner, patron, or relative—would then “endorse” the loan, assuming responsibility 
for the debt. Discounting and endorsing, together with the wide circulation of 
paper money, formed the so-called credit system that underpinned American eco-
nomic expansion. But this was less a secure foundation than a set of paper prom-
ises on which the entire economic structure rested. Th e system worked well in 
good times, when enough obligations could be met to sustain the smooth running 
of the economy. But it was vulnerable to the kind of jolting, external shock that 
occurred in the spring of 1837, setting off  a disastrous sequence of events.

In 1835 and again in 1836, Britain experienced poor wheat harvests, and its 
economy went into recession. Alarmed at the depletion of specie reserves caused 
by the fl ow of investments into American canals and railroads, the Bank of England 
raised interest rates and cut off  the supply of credit to merchants engaged in the 
American trade. Suddenly, British merchants began pressing their American 
counterparts for payment. When American merchants sought money from their 
own banks to meet their obligations abroad, short-term interest rates climbed 
steeply. At the same time, British orders for cotton declined abruptly: in April 
1837, prices fell by a calamitous 30 percent. Lacking an aff ordable supply of credit, 
and receiving drastically reduced prices, New Orleans cotton merchants rapidly 
became insolvent. Intricate networks of mutual indebtedness meant that when one 
concern failed, another quickly followed. Th e failures of southwestern mercantile 
fi rms brought huge pressures to bear on their northeastern creditors.

Th e New York brokerage house of J. & L. Joseph & Company was owed over $1 
million by the New Orleans cotton brokerage fi rm of Herman, Briggs & Company. 
On Friday, March 17, 1837, the failure of this fi rm forced Joseph & Co. to cease pay-
ment to its creditors. Business confi dence collapsed and the supply of credit dried 
up completely. Debtors attempted to liquidate assets in order to meet payment 
claims, but sellers of real estate, stocks, and furniture were faced with a sudden 
dearth of buyers as nervous consumers held onto their cash. Th e combination of 
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4  Downwardly Mobile

an increased supply of assets for sale and a fall in demand resulted in  plunging 
real estate prices. Propertied Americans like Henry Whiting Warner watched 
helplessly as the value of their assets was eaten away by the savage defl ation that 
 followed hard on the heels of the Panic. Money literally disappeared as panicked 
patrons rushed to the banks to exchange banknotes for specie, draining them of 
their reserves. “[I]mmense fortunes,” the merchant Phillip Hone observed, simply 
“melted away like snows before an April sun.”9

Th e lesson of the Panic was that all fortunes, and indeed all things, are in 
essence fungible. In Marx’s famous phrase, all that is apparently solid is capable, 
through some kind of malign magic, of melting into airy nothingness.10 It’s as if 
a paradox in the constitution of money itself—its division into a physical compo-
nent (cowries, shells, gold) and a fi duciary one (promises to pay)—has become 
generalized into an ontological and epistemological problem, one that is woven 
into the very texture of reality, so that one can never be sure whether one is dealing 
with substance or shadow, real presence or ghostly apparition: the thing itself, or a 
vague and mutable simulacrum.11

Two problems emerging from the 1837 Panic fi nd their way into the fi ctional 
world of Dollars and Cents. First, there is the problem of a dematerializing reality, 
a hazard that seems an insuperable aspect of life in the fl oating world of antebel-
lum capitalism. Th en there is the problem of a radically destabilized social struc-
ture, where individuals are vulnerable to the vertiginous downward pull exerted 
by business failure. Th e larger argument I want to make in this book is that the two 
problems are linked, in that it is the downwardly mobile who are the most exposed 
to the ontological disturbances wrought by panic and depression. It is these dis-
tressed and disoriented individuals who seek to resist the derealizing eff ects of 
market turbulence by inventing realism: a fi ction that seeks to counter the malign 
magic of the market revolution by creating a world in which things and people are 
legible, tangible, enduring, and real.

Anna Bartlett Warner was not alone in making these connections. As we shall 
see, many other Americans in the antebellum period complained of what Jean-
Christophe Agnew calls the “fugitive and abstract social relations of burgeoning 
market society.”12 Th ey protested the increasing abstraction and alienation of a 
social life based on paper promises, they worried about the collective instability 
and personal risk of essentially speculative enterprises, and—in quieter tones—
they lamented the insolvency and loss of social position that market upheavals 
brought them. But if the 1837 Panic was a defi ning moment of the antebellum 
period, it was also an episode in a longer-term dispute over the nature of social 
reality in the Atlantic world.

* * *

As J. G. A. Pocock shows in his magisterial history of republican thought, Th e 
Machiavellian Moment, the critique of the spectrality of the commodity, exchange 
value, and the money-form had its origins in Great Britain’s Financial Revolution 
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of the 1690s. Shares in Britain’s newly created national debt entitled their owners 
to a repayment from the public funds. Since the value of these shares fl uctuated 
according to public confi dence in the state’s handling of its fi nancial and politi-
cal aff airs, speculative dealings in them proceeded from the moment of their fi rst 
issue, as investors began to make profi ts from trading in commercial paper. Th e 
spectacle of fundholders and stockjobbers living off  the national debt drew a range 
of principled and outraged critiques.13

Classical republican values of autonomy, self-suffi  ciency, and frugality were 
seen by opponents of the new fi nancial system to be menaced by luxury, superfl u-
ity, and interdependence: combined forces of corruption summed up under the 
heading of “credit.” Whereas gold represented stable and enduring value, credit 
was seen to be “in constant fl ux, elusive, independent, and uncontrollable.”14 
Deriving from the Latin credere, “to believe,” “credit” implies an act of belief, one 
that sets people afl oat on a tide of conjecture. It follows that the objects of credit’s 
knowledge are, in Pocock’s words, “not altogether real.”15 Th e republican citizen, by 
contrast, is “the independent man of virtue, secure in the self-respect that comes 
from enjoying his real property.”16 Whereas the freeholder is “anxious to improve 
his estate for inheritance, engaging in civic actions which relat[e] his private good 
to the public good,” the rentier is “constantly engaged in increasing his wealth by 
exchanging fi ctitious tokens.”17 Th e new credit system produced what Pocock calls 
“a confl ict of social epistemology,” subjecting a previously stable, knowable reality 
to “fantasy, fi ction, and social madness.”18 Paper money and credit had dissolved 
the social framework into “a shift ing mobility of objects that were desired and fi c-
tions that were fantasized about.”19 A similar epistemological confl ict broke out in 
the post-Revolutionary period in America.

Th e pattern was set in 1792, when, aft er Alexander Hamilton had established 
both a funded national debt and the fi rst Bank of the United States, a period of 
“scriptomania” ended in a fi nancial panic.20 In 1819, an infl ationary boom based 
on speculation, credit expansion, and the issue of private bank notes resulted 
in another fi nancial collapse.21 Th e Philadelphia banker Stephen Girard blamed 
the 1819 crisis on “the great facilities which our Company Charted Banks have 
aff orded to several of merchants, traders, and mechanics, who with their fi ctitious 
capital have acted imprudently.”22 As Marx later argued, value in the form of credit, 
shares, debt, and speculation constitutes “fi ctitious capital” because it represents 
only a claim to capital, rather than capital really existing in the form of labor, 
money, or a commodity of some kind.23 Fictitious capital multiplies in its extent 
and  variety during periods of business expansion, when confi dence in economic 
growth infl ates the number of notional claims. In times of fi nancial crisis, once 
infl ationary and speculative bubbles have fi nally burst, the illusory nature of these 
claims becomes all too evident.

Th e 1819 Panic produced a set of mordant republican critiques of the immate-
riality and abstraction of the paper economy. To Th omas Jeff erson the nation was 
in the hands of “penniless and ephemeral interlopers” who had created a vast stock 
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6  Downwardly Mobile

of “fi ctitious capital” entirely through the “fl oating medium” of paper money.24 
Jeff erson mocked the notion that “legerdemain tricks upon paper” could “produce 
as solid wealth as hard labor in the earth.”25 Th omas Niles, editor of Niles Weekly 
Register, professed to be appalled at the spectacle of “wise people” caught up in a 
speculative frenzy, “embracing phantoms for realities” and creating “paper gold, 
and paper land, paper armies and revenues; a paper government and a paper leg-
islature.” Niles came to the conclusion that Americans lived “in a mere enchanted 
island,” an extended Glen Luna, where “an individual may almost doubt, from 
the strong propensity towards paper, whether he himself is made of any better 
materials.”26 In the aft ermath of the 1837 Panic, this established republican critique 
acquired a new political force.

“Hard-money” Jacksonian Democrats like William Leggett protested against 
paper money and credit because these instruments, they said, reinforced the cor-
porate privileges of capitalists and bankers, those “knot[s] of speculators” who, 
having obtained bank charters “by certain acts of collusion, bribery, and politi-
cal management,” gain the power to control prices and the money supply.27 But, 
even worse than this, the “scrip nobility” were tampering with the very fabric of 
the real.28 Each new loan of bank credit “gives rise to new projects of specula-
tion, each wilder and more chimerical than the last,” but this is, Leggett warns, 
an “unreal prosperity.”29 An external shock to the credit system, such as a fi nan-
cial panic, causes a “wider derangement,” bringing the speculator’s “airy castle of 
credit” crashing to the ground and burying vast numbers of ordinary citizens in 
its ruins.30 Many more see their fortunes “slip from their grasp and melt away, 
who had thought that they held it by securities as fi rm as the eternal hills.”31 If 
men would only curb their speculative habits, and banks issue notes capable of 
being “redeemed in silver and gold,” then American society might rest on secure 
 foundations rather than on an “unsubstantial fabric of presumption and pride.”32

Reality had blurred dangerously into fantasy by the time of the 1837 Panic, 
amid a proliferation of “fi ctitious representations of value.”33 Venturing into Wall 
Street, the hero of Charles Frederick Briggs’s novel Th e Adventures of Harry Franco 
(1839) fi nds the “walls of houses, the trunks of trees, the fences, and the lamp 
posts” plastered with “innumerable plans of lithographed towns and cities,” none 
of which had actually been built.34 Maps produced by speculators showed nonex-
istent “towns” that amounted, in Leggett’s words, to “a stick of hewn  timber and a 
blazed tree.”35 It was therefore not fanciful of the Jacksonian economist Th eophilus 
Fisk to interpret the aft ermath of the Panic as a return from “hallucinations to 
the sober realities of life.”36 Less partisan Americans drew similar conclusions. 
Benjamin Tilton, a New York clerk, wrote in his diary that “[r]eality” had been 
“abandoned” for “dreams of immediate wealth.” Speculators had “rushed” onward, 
in wild pursuit of “townlots” and “mulberry trees,” until, “too late, they discovered 
they’d been pursuing a shadow.”37 One way or another, since the foundation of the 
republic, Americans had been chasing shadows.

* * *
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Introduction  7

What were the alternatives? Was there a way to replace shadow with substance? 
Christopher Clark has described in detail how Connecticut Valley households 
in the late eighteenth century were driven toward independence from the mar-
ket by the lack of a viable staple crop for export out of the region. Well into the 
nineteenth century, these households “cobbl[ed] together a living out of a range 
of skills and slender resources,” constantly trading with each other or “juggling 
goods for labor.”38 Wheat, rye, or barley could be consumed at home, used to fatten 
swine or cattle, exchanged locally, sold at the store, or shipped to market. Luxury 
imported items such as rum and sugar might be paid for in cash, or via “the sum 
of fi ve cords of pitch pine wood cut and split” and delivered to the storekeeper’s 
door “by the fi rst of October.” Householders thus saw their ordinary transactions 
in concrete rather than abstract terms, focusing on issues of need, ability to pay, 
and reciprocity rather than questions of price, profi t, or loss.

Th e emergent market culture involved long-distance trade between strang-
ers, who countered the risk involved by demanding short-term credit or cash. Th e 
household economy, by contrast, was based on local exchange between neighbor-
ing freeholders, who bartered their own produce and labor instead of using cash, 
and settled accounts over long periods of time in informal networks of mutual 
indebtedness. Th e transition to capitalism in the Northeast produced clashes and 
compromises, not just between contrasting modes of production but between 
sharply diverging ways of life.39 To live in the household economy under an eth-
ics of local exchange was to acquire a detailed knowledge of concrete particulars. 
Under such conditions the particular event or object becomes a source of value. 
What counts are these particular pieces of pitch pine wood, that particular table, 
each of them “circumstantial, accidental, and temporal,” and not requiring transla-
tion into the abstract, universal equivalent of the money-form.40 Such particulars 
are stubborn and recalcitrant. Off ering the material resistance of the here and now, 
they provide a kind of refuge from the abstractions and panics of the market.

With its densely woven practices of local exchange, the New England house-
hold linked republican virtue to the political economy of the freehold. According 
to the tradition of civic republicanism described by Pocock, only “real property” is 
“stable enough to link successive generations in social relationships belonging to, 
or funded in, the order of nature.”41 Unreal property, in the form of credit and the 
manifold paper instruments of fi nancial capitalism, produces nothing tangible, 
only the delusions of luxury and speculation. Th e practice of republican virtue 
in an agrarian way of life therefore allows “the cognition of things” as they really 
are.42 It’s no accident, then, that the fi rst literary genre to adopt an embryonic but 
recognizably realist aesthetic should emerge from the household economy in the 
troubled period of the transition to capitalism.

* * *

Written in the form of a series of letters addressed to a distant friend, Eliza 
Buckminster Lee’s Sketches of a New England Village, in the Last Century (1838) 
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8  Downwardly Mobile

features two stories that foreground the ethics of local exchange. In the fi rst, 
a poor widow supports herself and her disabled daughter by spinning fl ax and 
wool, bringing the articles she makes to the narrator’s house. “We never refused 
anything,” the narrator recalls, “paying them as we were able, in small quanti-
ties of tea, sugar, meal, and other necessaries.”43 Th e close affi  nity between the 
households involved in reciprocal exchange rather than cash transactions is sug-
gested by the fact that the narrator’s father receives a salary of only fi ve hundred 
 dollars, which is “seldom paid” by his parishioners (132). Money is as “scarce” for 
the  genteel but impoverished family of the village pastor as it is for the family of 
the village poor (132).

Th e story of another widow, whose son drowns at sea, pits the ethics of local 
exchange against the cold abstraction of cash. When the boy’s coffi  n is brought to 
the widow’s house to be paid for, the carpenter, who is new to the village, will take 
“nothing but silver” (133). “He was a hard-hearted man,” the narrator continues, 
“to whom she off ered, in vain, her stores of yarn, and her bay tallow” (133). Th e 
widow breaks down and tells the carpenter that if her son were alive, “he would 
work for you, or fi sh for you, and soon pay the debt” (133). Th e paradoxical off er 
underlines the new economic vulnerability of women, whose losses, instead of 
being eased by customary practices, are made even more insurmountable by the 
logic of monetary exchange.

Lee evokes the threatened world of the household economy by immersing the 
reader in the rural scene through the accumulation of telling details, or what the 
narrator calls “oft -repeated descriptions” (85). First, and other necessaries,43 there 
is the “dear old parsonage” in which the narrator spent her girlhood, “a tolerably 
large, dark, unpainted house, two stories in front, full of windows, to admit all the 
genial infl uences of the south, while on the north it sloped down so that one might 
lay his hand on the roof ” (85). Th e reader is invited, not just to picture the oddly 
asymmetrical shape of the house, but to imagine that its tactile immediacy has 
been placed within his or her grasp. We are next off ered a series of descriptions 
of objects of use, not just weighted with associations, but marked by the imprint 
of their handling: the “long well-pole, with its ‘mossy, iron-bound bucket’ ” (85); 
the doorstep, “a block of unhewn granite, worn smooth, and even hollow on the 
surface” (85); the spinning-wheels in the hall, “hung all around with skeins of linen 
and woollen yarn” (86). Th is is avowedly a scene of “rural and domestic labor” (86), 
from a time when “all the linen and cotton for the use of the family were spun in 
the house,” when “[w]e lived on the produce of our dairy and our garden” (106).

Realistic detail here serves to evoke the contours of a vanished world, and 
also to give a concrete sense of the diurnal rhythms of life within the household 
economy. Lee practices what Cliff ord Geertz famously called “thick description,” 
the patient delineation of the “piled up structures of inference and implication” 
inhering in “small, but very densely textured facts.”44 Th is is “[a]nother country 
heard from,” in Geertz’s description of ethnography, and, like an ethnographer, 
Lee gives her readers “bodied stuff  on which to feed.” Th ick description  produces 
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