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Abstract 

Recent scholarship in both United States history and American literary studies has attempted to 

chart a fundamental shift in American politics and economics related to the ascendance of capitalism 

and its permeation of nearly every facet of American life between the Early Republic and the antebellum 

period.   The majority of these studies emphasize a fundamental break from older social relations to the 

ones that characterize democratic capitalism, ostensibly superseding Old World ideals and institutions 

such as aristocratic political power and economies founded on benevolence and deference.  This 

dissertation interrogates these assumptions through readings of the American literary canon as works of 

political economy to demonstrate that this break was never so complete as nineteenth-century political 

economists and contemporary historians and literary critics have tended to suppose.  Reading works 

from Charles Brockden Brown’s Edgar Huntly to George Lippard’s New York, I argue that authors actively 

imagined the persistence of aristocracy and its ideals, both politically and economically, in and through 

United States capitalist development, something supposedly antithetical to capitalism’s political 

economy.  All together, we find that these novels characterize the freewheeling world of market 

capitalism and industrialization not as a novel experience, but rather as a continuation of Old World and 

pre-revolutionary political and economic practice. In so doing, they offer a more sophisticated account 

of American, and to an extent Atlantic World, capitalism than their contemporaries writing specifically 

on political economy and prompt us to rethink the transition to capitalism. 



   

   

  

 

 

 

 

Page 1 

Introduction: “A World by Ourselves” 

Attempting both to contribute to the field of political economy and highlight the fundamental 

political economic differences between Europe and the United States, Boston merchant, capitalist, and 

statesman Nathan Appleton wrote “Labor, its Relations in Europe and the United States Compared” 

chiefly, it seems, as an apologia for and celebration of laissez-faire capitalism.1 According to Appleton, 

echoing a common trope of the era, the United States celebrates labor whereas the Old World degrades 

it. His argument proceeds through a series of familiar antagonisms.  Europe has a firmly-entrenched 

aristocracy and history of feudalism; America has only known equality.  All of Europe’s land has been 

settled and cultivated; the United States has a limitless frontier.  Inheritance proceeds by way of 

primogeniture in the Old World; estates are partitioned equally in the New.  After offering an 

exceedingly brief overview of mid-nineteenth century political economy from Ricardo to Malthus, 

Appleton proclaims: “we should be cautious in adopting, as riles of action, theories of political economy, 

drawn from a state of society so different from our own.  They have no application to us.” Further, with 

regards to the value of labor, he triumphantly concludes: “we are…a world by ourselves.”  Thus, one of 

the United States’ most important early capitalists and political economists insists upon an absolute 

division between Old and New World political economic theory and practice.  Aristocrats, powerful 

landed estates, feudal practices and ideals, and a permanent class of wage laborers are alien to 

American capitalism both in its prehistory and its mid-century instantiation, having no place in its 

political economy. 

This dissertation is an interrogation of this sentiment through canonical American novels ranging 

from the Early Republic and Charles Brockden Brown to the American Renaissance and beneath. In the 

1 Niles’ National Register (1837-1849), Oct 12, 1844, 17.6. American Periodicals Series, p.89.  For an excellent 
overview of Appleton’s life and career—including his intimate involvement with early industrial capitalism in the 
United States and significant contributions to political economy—see Robert C. Winthrop, Memoir of the Hon. 
Nathan Appleton, LL.D., John Wilson & Son (Boston: 1861). 
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cultural sphere, outside of what was and is officially considered political economy, United States writers 

attempted to come to terms with a rapidly developing capitalism at which Appleton and his associates 

were at the forefront.  These fictional accounts, indeed, offer more sophisticated and nuanced accounts 

of the origins of American capitalism.  Rather than dismissing the political and economic connections 

between the Old World and the New, the novels discussed here deploy displaced European peasants, 

self-styled feudal lords, and unknowing English barons in order to understand the processes whereby 

America left behind its locally grounded, rank-ordered society for the tumultuous world of capitalist 

democracy, industrialization, financialization, and speculation.  In so doing, these novels are able 

fictionally to chart a very different political economic history in which Old and New World ideals are 

certainly not anathema to each other, but rather serve as mutually reinforcing components whose 

interplay produces the social relations and ideological elements of Appleton’s exceptionalist political 

economy, only never without a kind of aristocratic residue. 

Of course, the United Sates, as Appleton is quick to point out several times throughout his brief 

essay, never had an officially chartered aristocracy like those that formed the bedrock of Western 

European politics in the period.  The residues of aristocracy that these authors register in the history of 

United States capitalism are resonant with what Gordon Wood calls monarchy, a rank-ordered society, 

based on local ties, personal connections, and economies of benevolence and deference rather than 

markets, exchange, and financialization.2 These novels, as documents of political economy, go further 

however, insisting not only that these social forms are associated with monarchy, but are active agents 

in and through American market capitalism.  Unlike Wood, who offers a teleological political history 

leading from a colonial, monarchical past to a democratic, capitalist antebellum, these canonical 

novelists insist upon the persistence not only of aristocratic social relations alongside a burgeoning 

market capitalism, but also their fundamental interrelation: something Wood’s teleology and Appleton’s 

2 The Radicalism of the American Revolution, Vintage Books (New York: 1991), esp. pp. 11-94. 
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mid-century political economy implicitly deny.  Brockden Brown’s Irish peasant Clithero shapes a new 

regime of property in the Early Republic; Lippard peoples his critiques of paper capitalism and a corrupt 

democracy with English earls and aristocratic strivers. 

In this way, these novelists diagnose aristocracy and its attendant political and economic 

formations as what Raymond Williams calls the residual in any given culture.  In contradistinction to the 

archaic, which is wholly resigned to the past as decoupled from the present and can be empirically 

examined as such, the residual “has been effectively formed in the past but is still active in the cultural 

process, not only and often not at all as an element of the past, but as an effective element of the 

present.”3 From the Early Republic to the antebellum period, aristocracy formed just such an “effective 

element” in the cultural imaginary.  Despite assertions to the contrary, such as Appleton’s and Wood’s, 

the United States was never able to break free of Old World ideals either in economics or in politics, as 

evidenced by the continual novelistic revisitings of rank-order, landed nobility, and relations grounded in 

benevolence and deference against the backdrop of the dominant cultural forces of democracy and 

capitalism.  They are revisited not in purely historical terms, as elements of American prehistory to be 

isolated and examined with historical and aesthetic distance, but rather as active forces in a newly 

emergent capitalist practice.  The political economy of American literary history undermines, and in 

many ways exceeds, official works of political economy by figures ranging from H.C. Carey to Karl Marx. 

This exceptionalist insistence on the antithesis between American and European political 

economies is not limited to nineteenth-century understandings, but is repeated in contemporary 

histories of capitalism from the micro to the macro, the literary to the empirical. Recently, collections 

such as Capitalism Takes Command and Capitalism by Gaslight have explored and solidified the so-

3 “Dominant, Residual, and Emergent,” in Marxism and Literature, Oxford UP (Oxford: 1978), 121-7. 
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called New History of Capitalism.4 Common to both collections and by and large the essays they contain 

is an attempt to rethink the United States’ transition from an economy dominated by locally-structured 

and hierarchically-ordered  social relations to a properly capitalist one in which far-flung markets and 

their vicissitudes increasingly infiltrate all strata of society.  As the editors of the former volume pithily 

summarize in their collectively-authored introduction, this new school of historians seek to understand 

“the multidisciplinary intercourse by which capital became an ‘ism’ and business became a political 

philosophy.”5 According to the historiography these volumes espouse, capitalism took root in the 

United States through new financial instruments such as mortgages, trusts, and insurance (both in 

respectable business and on the fringes of legal profit-seeking) which ultimately pushed American 

society into a market-oriented democracy grounded in the formal and abstract equality of market 

relations, a sea change which leaves behind Wood’s monarchy and Appleton’s Old World aristocracy.6 

While drawing our attention to the subtle shifts in market practices and ideologies across a wide variety 

of domains, new historians of capitalism emphasize the discontinuities between past political and 

economic practice and the world of antebellum capitalism. 

While the bulk of this scholarship sets its sights outside the cultural sphere, recent sweeping 

works of American literary history have approached this transition to capitalism in terms of its dialectical 

effects on United States literature.  Christopher Castiglia’s Interior States has convincingly demonstrated 

through a wide range of materials that American literature from the Early Republic to the antebellum 

period registers a shift in the ideology of citizenship from local republican affect to capitalism’s abstract, 

4 Capitalism Takes Command: The Social Transformation of Nineteenth-Century America, Ed. Michael Zakim & Gary 
J. Kornblith, U of Chicago P (2012); Capitalism by Gaslight: Illuminating the Economy of Nineteenth-Century 
America, Ed. Brian P. Luskey & Wendy A. Woloson, U of Pennsylvania P (Philadelphia: 2015). 
5 “Introduction: An American Revolutionary Tradition,” pp. 1-12 , 5 
6 For a more sustained microhistory of this transformation which emphasizes the fundamental connection 
between democracy and capitalism in the antebellum period, see Michael Zakim, Ready-Made Democracy: A 
History of Men’s Dress in the American Republic, 1760-1860, U of Chicago P (Chicago: 2003).  A broad-strokes, 
synthetic overview of this transformation can be found in John Lauritz Larson, The Market Revolution in America: 
Liberty, Ambition, and the Eclipse of the Common Good, Cambridge UP (Cambridge: 2009). 
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manipulable citizen-subject, a subject from which Castiglia would like us to think beyond.  In Settler 

Common Sense, Mark Rifkin contends that American writers evince a phenomenology of settler 

colonialism that supports a forgetting of originary Indian presence and resonates with white settlement 

and capitalism’s advancement.  These works effectively erase Indian claims to sovereignty in the name 

of white settlement and capitalism—even if the authors themselves do not explicitly endorse it. Chad 

Luck has more recently argued that while American capitalism tended to promote and sustain abstract 

and alienable concepts of property, American novels (many of which this dissertation takes up) chart an 

underground history of property’s continuing materiality and phenomenological underpinnings.7 

Common to all of these is a looking to their archives—of which there is significant overlap in this 

dissertation—for what Raymond Williams calls the emergent, the nascent elements of a future culture 

within the dominant: Castiglia to new, contingent modes of sociality; Rifkin towards a queer 

phenomenology of resistance; Luck towards developments in continental philosophy. 

This study, on the contrary, looks backwards, taking seriously the novel’s claims to investigate 

the origins of capitalism in the United States in and through residual, aristocratic political and economic 

practices and ideals.  In addition to upholding the inherent contingency of history, that is, none of these 

authors could have known fully exactly how capitalism, European philosophy, or democratic citizenship 

was to develop, looking to these works for their engagements with the residual allows us to see the 

contributions that they make to the body of political economy which was preoccupied throughout the 

period both with capitalism’s origins but also with the relationship between the Old World and the New. 

Perhaps no figure or social formation was more important both to the political economists or these 

7 Christopher Castiglia, Interior States: Institutional Consciousness and the Inner Life of Democracy in the 
Antebellum United States, Duke UP (Durham: 2008); Mark Rifkin, Settler Common Sense: Queerness and Everyday 
Colonialism in the American Renaissance, U of Minnesota P (Minneapolis: 2014); Chad Luck, The Body of Property: 
Antebellum American Fiction and the Phenomenology of Possession, Fordham UP (New York: 2015).  For an older 
work that more explicitly claims an American literary transcendence of aristocracy and inherited political and 
aesthetic ideals, see Scott Bradfield, Dreaming Revolution: Transgression in the Development of American 
Romance, U of Iowa P (Iowa City: 1993). 
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United States novelists than the aristocrat and aristocracy.  Just as Appleton grounds his theory of 

American capitalism on its distinction from an English aristocratic heritage, an American literary 

tradition leading from Charles Brockden Brown to George Lippard ground their political economic 

thinking in the conjunctions between real and pretended aristocrats and a rising capitalist democracy to 

which official political economy holds them antithetical. In so doing, these works imagine a history of 

capitalism quite different from the new historians of capitalism, their contemporary political 

economists, and recent American literary critics: one that is not a monumental shift from its Old World 

predecessors but a continuation of them. In so doing, this tradition acts as a contribution to and a 

critique of late-eighteenth and nineteenth-century political economy. 

Establishing a starting point for this tradition in the post-revolutionary era, chapter one, 

“Yeoman Capitalism: Edgar Huntly and Charles Brockden Brown’s Transatlantic History of Capital,” 

argues that Brown’s fiction grapples with Early Republican political economy to show that the United 

States’ democratic project always already contains both Old World feudalism and Atlantic World 

Capitalism. Instead of viewing brown as a psychologist, epistemologist, or champion of American letters, 

this chapter finds him to be an economic theorist in his own right. Against the era’s most canonized 

political theory, Crevecoeur’s Letters from an American Farmer and Jefferson’s Notes on the State of 

Virginia, which each posit a yeoman ideal independent of both Old World feudalism and Atlantic World 

capitalism, Brockden Brown’s Edgar Huntly demonstrates that both feudalism and capitalism are 

constituent elements of United States agrarianism. In two key moments, Edgar’s encounters with former 

Irish peasant Clithero and speculative capitalist Weymouth, the novel registers both the United States’ 

fundamental interconnection with the feudalism and nascent capitalism of Europe and the Atlantic 

World respectively, undermining eighteenth-century political economies that posit either their absolute 

separation or limited connection. In fact, the novel’s combination of feudal residues and transatlantic 
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speculation prefigures the creation of a cohesive proletarian class, something the yeoman republic 

works actively against, through Clithero’s abrupt transition from Irish peasant 

farmer to American wage laborer. Thus, Old World feudalism becomes, for Brown, not antithetical to 

United States (or Atlantic World) capitalism, but on the contrary actively shapes its evolution, an insight 

that emerges more vigorously in Northern fiction of the 1840s and 50s, the subject of the next three 

chapters. 

The connection between capital and Old World institutions which Edgar Huntly obliquely 

suggests becomes the explicit focus of the archive of chapter two, “Dialectical Democracy: Cooper’s 

Littlepage Trilogy and the Supersession of Liberalism.” Drawing attention to these three understudied 

novels, Satanstoe, The Chainbearer, and The Redskins, I argue that Cooper’s historical genealogy of the 

upstate New York Anti-Rent Wars does more than merely defend hierarchy and rank-order against 

democratic, populist incursion, but locates the central role an aristocratic class and its values play in the 

development of 1840s democratic theory and capitalist economics. In each novel, the political and 

economic authority of the aristocratic Littlepage family comes into question from an egalitarian, anti-

authority impulse embodied in the mill developer, a family of squatters, and anti-rent tenants 

respectively. All three of these challenges to their authority, taken together, offer a dialectical theory of 

United States political economy in which active debates between aristocratic and democratic forces 

result in liberal contractualism and capitalist wage labor. Redirecting Brockden Brown’s soldering of 

settler colonialism, aristocracy, and Atlantic World capital, Cooper’s trilogy demonstrates United States’ 

fiction’s continuing contribution to and complication of political economy and suggests that debates 

about the nature of democracy lead teleologically toward liberal capitalism and its contractual economic 

and political relations. 

This investment in aristocracy’s relationship to democracy and capitalism extends into the 1850s 

and the American Renaissance, the subject of chapter three, “Fallen Aristocrats: Democracy, Capitalism, 
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and the Transition in Melville and Hawthorne.” In the former’s Pierre and the latter’s House of the Seven 

Gables, each author presents an aristocratic family’s liberal capitalism. These encounters place the two 

works squarely within mid-century transatlantic debates on the relationship between aristocracy, 

democracy, and capitalism ranging from Henry C. Carey’s Harmony of Interests and Tocqueville’s 

Democracy in America to Marx’ Capital. Reading these two novels within this transatlantic circulation, 

we see two dialectical accounts of these relationships in which encounters between democratic politics 

and aristocratic characters works to produce capitalist social relations, diagnosing an ultimate complicity 

between United States pseudo-aristocracy and capitalist democracy despite its supposed opposition to 

both. Furthermore, the radically different fates of the two novels’ aristocratic families suggests that this 

dialectical political economy transcends any particular political position while exceeding that of Carey, 

Marx, and Tocqueville. 

Finally, chapter five, “Letters of Blood and Fire: George Lippard’s Urban Political Economy,” asks 

how the period’s popular sensation fiction stages the confrontation of capital and aristocrats. Contrary 

to critical assessments that characterize Lippard as a simplistic advocate of the labor theory of value in 

the face of immoral capitalists, I argue that Lippard’s oeuvre from The Quaker City to New York critiques 

liberal democracy and capitalism on the grounds that both employ contract and paper to mask the 

force, violence, and deceit always already at their respective cores. Moreover, the characters involved 

directly implicate these pitfalls of paper financial apparatuses and contractualism with a transformed 

aristocratic influence and suggest that the ultimate object of his critique is not the capitalist himself but 

the means through which market capitalists transact their business: contract and paper. Again, 

aristocratic figures—ranging from Philadelphia’s Gothic castle Monk Hall to unknowing English barons— 

saturate the novels, establishing Old World social relations as a cornerstone of Lippard’s political 

economy and placing his work at the end of a trajectory Charles Brockden Brown begins. Tellingly, his 

inability to ultimately resolve any of the issues he raises (either formally or theoretically) suggests not 
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just the thorniness of the problems he identifies with paper capitalism, but also their reverberations into 

the present of American Studies. 
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Chapter 1: 

Yeoman Capitalism: Edgar Huntly and Charles Brockden Brown’s Transatlantic History of Capital 

Recent scholarship, embodied in collections such as Capitalism Takes Command and Capitalism 

by Gaslight, has attempted to think capitalism outside of its traditional industrial variants.  As Brian P. 

Luskey and Wendy A. Woloson argue in their introduction to the latter volume, “[t]he markets we 

investigate here, often labeled ‘marginal’ by contemporaries and historians, were actually central to the 

economy and to individual’s struggles for survival and their efforts to achieve ambitions.”1 These arenas 

upon which capitalism, its practices and ideals, took root in the United States not through 

industrialization, a flourishing of seeds sown at the Lowell textile mills, but rather through horse-

thieving rings, brothels, and second-hand clothes dealers.  In order to understand American’s capitalist 

transformation, historians contend, we need to grapple with that which seems outside of—perhaps 

even antithetical to—respectable middle-class business and the world of capitalists and proletarians.  

One of the more important ideological battlegrounds upon which historians and political economists 

chart the history of American capitalism is the yeoman farm.  Often thought to be an escape from the 

workaday business of merchants, wage laborers, and factory owners, the freehold appears, like 

unsanctioned currency and the underground slave trade, outside of the purview of capital accumulation.  

However, in both its theory and practice, yeoman agriculture was always already tied to capitalism. 

Indeed, farming was central to the history of capitalism in the United States.  Perhaps no figure sensed 

this as acutely or as early as Charles Brockden Brown whose fiction articulates a political economy of the 

Early Republic in which the yeoman farm—rather than the mercantile firm or the manufactory—is the 

primary site of capitalism’s ascendance, the locale in which the drama of economic transition unfolds. 

1 “Introduction” in Capitalism by Gaslight, ed. Brian P. Luskey and Wendy A. Woloson, U of Pennsylvania P 
(Philadelphia: 2015), 3. 
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Brown articulates this connection even unbeknownst to himself. On April 4, 1801, his literary 

career in its twilight— he sat down to write one of the many letters he would pen to his fiancée 

Elizabeth Linn.  While for the most part, the letter includes a rather hackneyed expression of romantic 

love, replete with clichéd celebrations of their happiness (“O! how it joys me to see you happy”2) and 

plans to meet (“the Schuylkill expedition which we have meditated so long” (425)), he concludes with 

the heading “Sat. Aft.” with a curious remark about his reading habits: 

These are disengaged moments.  No business calls for the head or the hands.  A certain vacancy 

or languor overspreads me.  I have not energy enough to turn to those volumes of mercantile & 

maritime law or of political economy in which I desire to be an adept.  I have no novelty in 

poetry or romance to supply me with amusement.  My fancy flies to the bosom of my dear Eliza.  

I stretch out my hand, & take up the epistolarizing pen involuntarily (424-5). 

Devoid of any capacity to produce “poetry or romance,” as he had in the years preceding the letter, 

Brown seems a lost soul indeed.  While one might expect this kind of heartbreak at this lack of creative 

power from a man who aspired to be America’s first professional man of letters, it comes as a surprise 

that he places “volumes of mercantile & maritime law” and “political economy” on the same footing as 

his creative endeavors. Now that his creative wells have dried up, he yearns to become “an adept” at 

political economy, effectively disarticulating his creative projects and his aspirations for eighteenth-

century cosmopolitan learning from each other suggesting, perhaps, that his novelistic concerns lie far 

afield of the serious business of political economy which will prove integral to his involvement with 

Linn’s family mercantile firm.3 

However, several years earlier Brown’s own fiction would seem to suggest that he was more of 

“an adept” at political economy than he himself retrospectively supposed.  In 1799, Brown published his 

2 The Collected Writings of Charles Brockden Brown, Vol. 1: Letters and Early Epistolary Writings, Ed. Philip Barnard, 
Elizabeth Hewitt, and Mark L. Kamrath, Bucknell UP (Lewisburg: 2013), 423. 
3 “Historical Essay,” in Collected Writings of Charles Brockden Brown, Vol. 1, 654. 
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own tract on political economy—disguised as just another dash of his “epistolarizing pen”—in the form 

of Edgar Huntly. A novel ostensibly concerned with a murder mystery, sleepwalking, and violence on 

the frontier, Huntly, this chapter argues, presents a sophisticated understanding of the transatlantic 

economy of the late eighteenth-century, which those “volumes of mercantile & maritime law” most 

likely touched upon.  Against the standard points of emphasis in the novel’s criticism, I argue here that 

Brown employs two separate stories within the story in order to demonstrate the necessary 

interconnection between the early republic, Old World hierarchical institutions and sociality, and 

Atlantic World capitalism against the more simplistic and canonical political economic theories of the 

1790s. As Steven Watts puts it, Brown’s fiction “wrestled with, and ultimately helped articulate the 

emergence of a liberal culture in early modern America.”4 Moreover, in addition to bringing these 

inherent connections to light, Brown suggests that the establishment of a proletarian class is inherent in 

the yeoman republic itself precisely because of Old World institutions and its necessary connection to 

the world market, offering a compelling account of the United States’ transition to a liberal capitalist 

economy. 

In telling the story of how the rise of a capitalist economy in the US emerged in and through Old 

World Institutions such as aristocracy and tenant farming rather than a radical break with them, I first 

refocus our attention on the fragment that began Brown’s project, “Sky-Walk,” demonstrating how it 

centers not upon the American experience, but economic issues within a quasi-feudal aristocratic 

society, and Old World influence that is essential to our understanding of Edgar Huntly. Subsequently, I 

offer two other perspectives on United States political economy in Thomas Jefferson’s Notes on the 

State of Virginia and Hector St. Jean de Crevecoeur’s Letters from an American Farmer, which both work 

4 The Romance of Real Life: Charles Brockden Brown and the Origins of American Culture, Johns Hopkins UP 
(Baltimore: 1994), xvii.  Though astutely noting that Brown’s fictional concerns in the 1790s pivot around the issue 
of American liberalism—and to an extent capitalist economy, he, like the majority of Huntly’s critics, emphasizes 
the essential American-ness of Brown’s text rather than its interconnections with European political economy 
through the Atlantic World market and hierarchical social institutions. 
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to distance the American political economic project from both Old World social institutions and 

European capitalist development.  Demonstrating that Brown sees both at work directly in the yeoman 

ideal that these two establish, I draw upon two crucial scenes in the novel—Clithero’s confession and 

Weymouth’s picaresque adventures—detailing how they point to Old World and world market 

influences respectively.  Finally, I argue that both come together in the brief, concluding three letters to 

place an inherent tendency towards capitalist development in the yeoman ideal itself and point towards 

the implications of this thesis for our understanding of the history of United States capitalism whose 

development can be located just as much—if not more—in the country’s geographical periphery as the 

urban centers with which it has been traditionally associated. 

FARMERS AND PEASANTS: THEORIZING FREEDOM IN THE 1790S 

Before delving into the novel itself, it is useful first to consider how other eighteenth-century 

United States writers conceived of the relationship between Atlantic World capitalism and Old World 

sociality, a relationship which hinges—like Huntly itself—on the fate of the farmer and farming 

communities.  If it is true that the farmer served as a cornerstone of eighteenth-century American 

political economy, it becomes doubly important for Brockden Brown whose novel pivots around a 

displaced Irish tenant farmer and a Pennsylvania yeoman in a rural farming community.5 Through 

farmers and their dramatic encounters, Brown is able to undermine his contemporary and idealistic 

accounts of farming’s political and economic benefits. This view of agriculture in the Early Republic 

receives perhaps its most idealized treatment in the writings of Thomas Jefferson and Hector St. Jean de 

Crevecoeur. Through the nom de plum Farmer James, the latter places farming at the center of places 

agriculture and the freehold at the center of colonial American political and economic experience and 

5 On the importance of agriculture in general and the farmer in particular for eighteenth-century political economy 
in America, see Richard Lyman Bushman, “A Poet, a Planter, and a Nation of Farmers,” Journal of the Early Republic 
19.1 (1999), pp.1-14. 
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the harmonious society that subtends it. Writing a kind of history in nuce of British settlement in North 

America, Farmer James recounts in his most famous “Letter III: What is an American”: 

thus are our first trees felled, in general by the most vicious of our people; and thus the path is 

opened for the arrival of a second and better class, the true American freeholders; the most 

respectable set of people in this part of the world: respectable for their industry, their happy 

independence, the great share of freedom they possess, the good regulation of their families, 

and for extending the trade and the dominion of our mother country.6 

Prefiguring Jefferson’s treatment of the subject Crevecoeur conflates the “industry” of independent 

yeoman farmers with happy “freedom” and “independence,” even in the face of the proto-imperialist 

“dominion of our mother country,” presenting American agriculture as an idealized—almost utopic— 

space in which independent men both realize and enact their political and economic freedom. 

Farmer James’ earlier theorizations of the relationship between British America and the 

“mother country” underscore—more so than his famous articulation about the freehold in Letter III— 

the firm division between the New World and the Old in both political and economic terms.  Following 

“the extended ramifications of a commerce which ought to unite but now convulses the world” (5), an 

American minister idyllically sings the praises of the British colonies: “Here we have no war to desolate 

our fields: our religion does not oppress the cultivators: we are strangers to those feudal institutions 

which have enslaved so many.  Here nature opens her broad lap to receive the perpetual accession of 

new comers, and to supply them with food” (11).  Explicitly juxtaposing the bounteous “here” with 

Europe in terms of the latter’s “feudal institutions,” marks the difference between Old and New Worlds 

as fundamentally one of antagonism between modes of production.  James himself internalizes the 

minister’s celebration of America against the very same specter to open Letter II: “I therefore rest 

6 Hector St. John de Crevecoeur, Letters from an American Farmer, Everyman’s Library (London: 1962), 55, 
hereinafter cited parenthetically. 



 

    

    

 

 

   

  

    

   

   
  

  

Page 15 

satisfied and thank God that my lot is to be an American farmer, instead of a Russian boor, or an 

Hungarian peasant” (21).7 Thus, the collection’s opening explicitly and continually celebrates the 

distance between the titular American Farmer and the “boor” and “peasant” of distant feudalism. 

The unfreedom of peasant under feudalism, according to Crevecoeur’s logic, extends beyond 

the economic into the political.  In what Yael Ben-Zvi argues constitutes a sophisticated treatment of 

imperial space that registers a British imperial “shift from settler colonialism in North America to 

nonsettler colonization in India,”8 James articulates a foundational white settler colonial vision of 

political freedom: 

What should we American farmers be without the distinct possession of that soil? It feeds, it 

clothes us, from it we draw even a great exuberancy [sic], our best meat, our richest drink, the 

very honey of our bees comes from this privileged spot.  No wonder we should thus cherish its 

possession, no wonder that so many Europeans who have never been able to say that such 

portion of land was theirs, cross the Atlantic to realize that happiness.  This formerly rude soil 

has been converted by my father into a pleasant farm, and in return it has established all our 

rights; on it is founded our rank, our freedom, our power as citizens, our importance as 

inhabitants of such a district (24-5). 

Again, this political vision like its economic counterparts requires the touchstone of “Europeans” who 

have never owned a “portion of land” because, as we have seen, of their feudal social structures. On 

the contrary, “[a]cross the Atlantic,” the freehold’s “privileged spot” produces not only a luxurious and 

seemingly limitless natural bounty, but also political “rights,” “rank,” “freedom,” and “power.” Mere 

conversion of land from “rude soil” to “pleasant farm” produces the constituent power of the American 

7 Stephen Carl Arch asserts of Letter II: “At this point, James’ version of the American dream is as much the 
minister’s as his own” (147) in “The ‘Progressive Steps’ of the Narrator in Crevecoeur’s Letters from an American 
Farmer,” Studies in American Fiction, 18.2 (1990), 145-58. 
8 “Mazes of Empire: Space and Humanity in Crevecoeur’s Letters,” Early American Literature, 42.1 (2007), 73-105, 
73. 
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citizen. Thus, the “pleasant farm” becomes the means through which Crevecoeur establishes both the 

political and economic freedom that American farmers enjoy in sharp contrast to the feudalism that 

enslaves the European “boor” and “peasant.” In this model, the Old World functions as a negative 

example for the white American settler, a mode of production and attendant social formation 

geographically and politically alien to the North American experience of freedom: a view consistent with 

republican theory stretching back as far as John Locke, though grounded explicitly in American land’s 

abundance and the farmer’s intrinsic value.9 

Just a few years later in his Notes on the State of Virginia, Jefferson, too, famously extols the 

virtue of farming and the yeoman, arguing for the centrality of both to realizing political freedom in the 

newly-founded republic.  As he puts it, in more spiritual terms than his French contemporary: “[t]hose 

who labor in the earth are the chosen people of God, if ever He had a chosen people, whose breasts He 

has made His peculiar deposit for substantial and genuine virtue. It is the focus in which he keeps alive 

that sacred fire, which otherwise might escape from the face of the earth.”10 The “substantial and 

genuine virtue” that farming instills in the citizens of Jefferson’s yeoman vision depends upon abundant 

land and contrasts explicitly with the European situation in which “the lands are either cultivated, or 

locked up against the cultivator” (ibid.).  As such, like Crevecoeur, Jefferson casts Europe as the seat of 

political unfreedom and quasi-feudal conditions that preclude the farmer from access to land.  Such 

“[d]ependence,” extending the argument, “begets subservience and venality, suffocates the germ of 

virtue, and prepares fit tools for the designs of ambition” (ibid.).  Almost biopolitically, dependence like 

that of Farmer James’ peasant and boor would infect the United States body politic, paving the way for 

9 For an excellent reading of Locke and his exclusion somewhat inexplicable (at least in a modern context) of the 
propertyless from the franchise and republican politics more generally, see C.B. MacPherson, The Political Theory 
of Possessive Individualism: Hobbes to Locke, Oxford UP (Oxford: 1962), 194-232. 
10 Thomas Jefferson, Notes on the State of Virginia, Harper & Row (New York: 1964), 157, hereinafter cited 
parenthetically. 
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political vice like “venality” and “ambition” and undermining Jefferson’s republic of virtuous agrarians.11 

This strident equation of Old World land policy and debased politics furthers the work of a man who 

years earlier waged a “successful campaign to eradicate entail and other feudal vestiges from Virginia’s 

legal code.”12 For Jefferson and Crevecoeur, feudalism persists and is to stay across the Atlantic, at a 

safe distance from American farming communities, allowing the new and virtuous American republic to 

persist perhaps indefinitely between what the prominent historiography of the day characterized as 

feudalism’s “rigid hierarchal…order” and the luxury and decadence wrought by European industrial 

capitalism, effectively short circuiting the march of civilization.13 

Extending Crevecoeur’s journey through “extended ramifications of a commerce,” Jefferson’s 

model pushes his political economy further to account for Atlantic World market capitalism. More 

strikingly, Jefferson’s post-Revolution Notes explicitly dichotomize the Atlantic world between American 

yeomen and European capitalists.  Admitting the necessity of some handicrafts to support his agrarian 

republic, Jefferson announces: “Carpenters, masons, smiths, are wanting in husbandry; but, for the 

general operations of manufacture, let our workshops remain in Europe.  It is better to carry provisions 

and materials to workmen there, than bring them to the provisions and materials, and with them their 

manners and principles” (158).  This relegation of “the general operations of manufacture” across the 

11 On this front, Jefferson sounds almost in alignment with his Federalist political enemies.  For example, in the first 
letter of The Federalist, Hamilton argues “that a dangerous ambition more often lurks behind the specious mask of 
zeal for the rights of the people than under the forbidding appearance of zeal for the firmness and efficiency of 
government. History will teach us that the former has been found a much more certain road to the introduction of 
despotism than the latter, and that of those men who have overturned the liberties of republics, the greatest 
number have begun their career by paying an obsequious court to the people; commencing demagogues, and 
ending tyrants” in The Federalist, ed. Benjamin Fletcher Wright, The Belknap Press (Cambridge: 1961), 91.  Like 
Jefferson, Publius worries about the unfreedom—up to an including the “overturn[ing] the liberties of republics”— 
stems chiefly from “dangerous ambition” and its designs. 
12 Peter Thompson, “’Judicious Neology’: The Imperative of Paternalism in Thomas Jefferson’s Linguistic Studies,” 
Early American Studies, 1.2 (2003), 187-224, 203. 
13 Drew R. McCoy, Elusive Republic: Political Economy in Jeffersonian America, U of North Carolina P (Chapel Hill: 
1996), 35 et al.  In this text, McCoy offers an extensive overview of the American political economic milieu from 
the Early Republic through the Jefferson administration, showing Jefferson’s intervention in what was seen as the 
inevitable rise and fall of civilizations through communities of virtuous yeoman. 

https://civilization.13
https://agrarians.11
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Atlantic installs an absolute dichotomy between the honest, industrious yeoman and the “manners and 

principles” of a nascent industrial capitalism in Europe, complete with the typical anti-capitalist images 

of degradation, exploitation, and wage labor. As Stephen B. Hoden aptly summarizes Jefferson’s 

political economy: “Large scale, machine-driven industrialization brought with it…the specter of 

powerful private interests often at odds with the public good, a permanent proletariat workforce, and 

the gradual despoiling of nature.”14 Conflating these economic ills that “manufacture” produces, again 

rather biopolitically, with the health of the body politic, Jefferson continues: “The loss by the 

transportation of commodities across the Atlantic will be made up in happiness and permanence of 

government.  The mobs of great cities add just so much to the support of pure government, as sores do 

to the strength of the human body” (ibid.).  It is not merely feudal land tenure and its attendant 

enslavement that threatens the “pure government” of republican politics, but also the capitalist mode 

of production and its tendencies which must remain connected to the United States through the Atlantic 

World market only (“transportation of commodities”).   

Interestingly, both of these accounts posit the United States’ political economy at a safe 

distance from both Old World political economy and the nascent capitalist (Atlantic) world market. 

After all, Farmer James articulates his “second and better class” against the “mother country” even if 

emphasizing the expansion of her “trade” and “dominion” in the American settler project.  The political 

and economic freedom that James and his fellow white settler colonists enjoy is unthinkable in England 

proper with its feudal strictures.  Jefferson’s republic keeps capitalism and its seedy underbelly at arm’s 

length in order to foster a virtuous and healthy body politic while simultaneously superseding feudalism 

and Old World land policy which presupposes the cultivator’s exclusion.  Of this delicate balancing act, 

one scholar describes an “agrarian project [that] appears as a brief moment of resistance amid a long 

14 “The Mechanisms of Monticello: Saving Labor in Jefferson’s America,” Journal of the Early Republic, 26.3 (2006), 
377-418, 383. 
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history of economic transition from medieval feudalism to industrial capitalism.”15 Ultimately, both 

Jefferson and Crevecoeur in their political economies (if not their statecraft) dichotomize the Atlantic 

World between American political and economic freedom and a two-pronged European servitude 

grounded, paradoxically, in both feudalism and capitalism, a division that Brockden Brown and Edgar 

Huntly demonstrate as untenable and work to deconstruct, exposing the Old World foundations of 

American settler colonialism and their participation in the expansion of the capitalist world market.  

One might object, here, that Jefferson and Crevecoeur do not do justice to the material 

economic realities of the eighteenth-century Atlantic World in their idealized accounts and 

endorsements of American political and economic freedom.  After all, as Naomi R. Lamoreaux and other 

historians of agriculture have shown, American farmers showed similar concerns with profit-making and 

maximization with merchants and early capitalists.16 This historical evidence would seem to trouble my 

reading of Brockden Brown as a political economist more sophisticated and nuanced than his 

eighteenth-century interlocutors, instead showing an author merely rehashing what was obvious to 

most Americans in the Early Republic.  However, this is to ignore both the ideological import eighteenth-

century thought placed on the figure of the farmer and Brown’s active and enthusiastic participation in 

an “open-ended intellectual exertion”17 which sought to improve American politics and economics from 

and through the transatlantic cultural sphere and exchange of ideas of which theorizations such as 

Jefferson’s played a crucial role, even if they did not accurately portray the material realities of the Early 

Republic.  

15 Mark Sturges, “Enclosing the Commons: Thomas Jefferson, Agrarian Independence, and Early American Land 
Policy, 1774-1789,” The Virginia Magazine of History and Biography, 119.1 (2011), n.p. 
16 “Rethinking the Transition to Capitalism in the Early American Northeast,” The Journal of American History 90.2 
(2003), 437-61.  In this article, Lamoreaux troubles the distinction historians have drawn between farmers and 
merchants in terms of their economic activities and motivations, effectively showing that both concerned 
themselves with profit-making and community, concluding that “there is abundant evidence that early American 
merchants and manufacturers did not in fact differ very much from farmers in those ways” (439). 
17 Catherine O’Donnell Kaplan, Men of Letters in the Early Republic: Cultivating Forums of Citizenship, U of North 
Carolina P (Chapel Hill: 2008), 7. For an overview of Brown’s involvement with the Elihu Hubbard Smith’s Friendly 
Club and its relationship to his literary career, see Kaplan pp. 50-3, et al. 

https://capitalists.16
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ARISTOCRATIC BEGINNINGS: FEUDALISM AND THE COMPOSITION OF EDGAR HUNTLY 

As many critics have noted, Brown’s engagement with Edgar Huntly originates as a now lost 

novelistic project entitled “Sky-Walk.”  For example, Eric Carl Link notes that “[e]vidence…suggests that 

Sky-Walk used somnambulism as a device and was in many ways a dry run for what would later come to 

fruition as Edgar Huntly.”18 In Link’s account as well as the majority of critical accounts on this 

genealogy, the “Sky-Walk” manuscript becomes ancillary to our understanding of Brown’s novel, either 

serving as historical ornament to or an inferior draft (“dry run”) of the 1799 publication.19 Even the 

most substantial treatment of this “prehistory,” Sydney Krause’s thorough and illuminating “Historical 

Essay,” asserts: “’Sky-Walk,’ however, had not been a total waste.  It had served its purpose. After 

several years of inconclusive starts…Brown in 1797 had yet to learn what it took to write a novel. ‘Sky-

Walk’ launched him.”20 Again, “Sky-Walk” is understood as a stepping stone in the progression of 

Brockden Brown’s career whose “purpose” is nothing more than to have produced, ultimately, Edgar 

Huntly. Why the scholarly tendency to downplay this “first draft” of sorts? One might contend that 

merely because the text has been lost, it becomes an unfortunate fact that we must overlook it rather 

than delve into speculation about its contents or use it to guide our assessment of Edgar Huntly. 

However, I would argue instead that it is rather critics’ almost unanimous investment—and Brown’s 

own—in Huntly as a fundamentally and uniquely American novel.  If we take “Sky-Walk” and its extract’s 

themes instead as a crucial component of Huntly, the novel becomes not an American romance, but a 

transatlantic novel that theorizes the relationship between European tenant farming and chartered 

18 Eric Carl Link, “Who Killed Waldegrave?” Poe Studies, 39-40.1-2 (2006), 90-103, p.99. 
19 For other, similar readings of “Sky-Walk” vis-à-vis Huntly, see David Kazanjian, The Colonizing Trick: National 
Culture and Imperial Citizenship in Early America, U of Minnesota P (Minneapolis: 2003), 142 in which he likens the 
“Preface” to Huntly to Sky-Walk’s prospectus and Janie Hinds, “Deb’s Dogs: Animals, Indians, and Postcolonial 
Desire in Charles Brockden Brown’s Edgar Huntly,” Early American Literature, 39.2 (2004), 323-354, p.329 in which 
she casts the lost text as an “early form” of the novel. 
20 Sydney J. Krause, “Historical Essay” in Edgar Huntly, or Memoirs of a Sleepwalker, ed. Sydney J. Krause and S. W. 
Reid, Kent State UP (Kent: 1984), 295-400, p.316.  The lengthy essay’s introductory materials are, to my 
knowledge, the best account of “Sky-Walk” and its reception and themes. 

https://publication.19
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aristocracy and the Early Republic’s commercial economy.  At its core, Brockden Brown’s aesthetic 

stems from an engagement with Irish tenant farming and Atlantic World mercantilism against this 

critical consensus. 

On one level, critics seem entirely justified in reading “Sky-Walk” as an intentionally American 

production meant to break away from Old World literary tradition.  In a letter authored by one Speratus, 

though presumably Brown pseudonymously, in the March 17, 1798 issue of the Philadelphia Weekly 

Magazine, the author promises readers “[a] tale that may rival the performances of this kind which have 

lately i[ss]ued  from the Engli[s]h, which will be unexampled in America.”21 Expanding upon this 

assertion of originality, an “unexampled” literary revolution, Speratus outlines an aesthetic program that 

prefigures that of Edgar Huntly’s “Preface”: 

To the [s]tory-telling morali[s]t the United States is a new and untrodden field.  He who [s]hall 

examine objects with his own eyes, who [s]hall employ the European models merely for the 

improvement of his ta[s]te, and adapt his fiction to all that is genuine and peculiar in the [s]cene 

before him, will be entitled at lea[s]t to the prai[s]e of originality.22 

“Originality,” according to the passage’s logic, stems not from an author’s genius or innovations to 

established form (“European models,” in this case probably Gothic aesthetics, are mere ornamentation, 

after all), but rather arises out of the “new and untrodden field” of “the United States.” Because “Sky-

Walk” employs the United States itself as aesthetic material, it almost cannot help but radically differ 

from its English and European forerunners. Underscoring the manuscript’s unique national character, 

Speratus concludes by noting both that “[t]he writer is a native and re[s]ident of this city” and that the 

21 Speratus, “Letter 1 – No Title,” The Weekly Magazine of Original Essays, Fugitive Pieces, and Interesting 
Intelligence, Mar 17, 1798, 1 p.202. 
22 Ibid. 

https://originality.22
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text’s subtitle Is “An American Tale,” effectively soldering Brown’s literary project with the Early 

Republican United States in much the same way that critics of all stripes have tended to do.23 

In sharp contrast to Brown’s self-fashioning and its critical appraisal, what does remain today of 

“Sky-Walk” itself, a brief extract published in the next issue of The Weekly Magazine, reads as almost 

anything but an American text.  Before the extract proper, the editor, again presumably Brown himself, 

introduces it in terms that also appeal to its status as an original American text, “being written by a 

native citizen of Philadelphia.”24 However, despite its emphasis on the “native” authorship, and the 

revolutionary break from Old World (here British) literary tradition that such an assertion implies, he 

also appeals to an established mode of literary production: “In our la[s]t number notice was given of a 

New Work of Invention and Reflection, which is ready to be offered to public patronage” (ibid.).  While a 

work of novelty, this work does not cease to be subjected to a model of artistic “patronage” which 

harkens back to an aristocratic culture of letters (though with a republican, “public” inflection much like 

that which the Friendly Club sought to cultivate) at odds with the novel, democratic implications of the 

“native citizen of Philadelphia.”25 Rather than printing a commodity that consumers can buy or not 

according to their individual tastes, Brown imagines himself as an artist in need of a patron, a far more 

personal, Old World model of both commodity and art production tenuously at odds with his aspiration 

23 The notable exception to this rule is Robert S. Levine’s reappraisal of Brown’s literary nationalism in Dislocating 
Race and Nation: Episodes in Nineteenth-Century American Literary Nationalism, U of North Carolina P (Chapel Hill: 
2008) in which he asserts that Brown’s work in both his fiction and political pamphleteering troubles traditional 
assumptions of and about late eighteenth-century literary nationalism such as (and especially) its endorsement of 
white settler colonialism.  However, by neglecting Huntly’s transatlantic origins in “Sky-Walk,” Levine is able to 
argue a reading of the novel that assumes its essential American-ness just as much as those he attempts to correct. 
Thus, for him, Huntly “destabilize[es] or collapse[s]…the binaries that uphold the identity and coherence of self and 
republican nation” (46) without consideration for the connections the text draws to that which is (theoretically) 
outside of that republic. 
24 “Extract from the ‘SKY-WALK,” The Weekly Magazine of Original Essays, Fugitive Pieces, and Interesting 
Intelligence; Mar 24, 1798, 1, p. 228, hereinafter cited parenthetically. 
25 For an extensive overview of patronage and its shifting meanings in the period from monarchical patronage 
undergirded by the benevolence of superiors to a republican one grounded in public merit, see Gordon Wood, The 
Radicalism of the American Revolution, A.A. Knopf (New York: 1991). 
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to become America’s first professional man of letters.26 As Krause notes, “he was clearly worried about 

the ‘salelibility [sic] of [his] works’.”27 

The brief excerpt’s content further distances “Sky-Walk” from both the American and the 

aesthetically novel indicating an Old World kernel of Edgar Huntly’s project, one that will move to the 

American frontier in the novel’s final instantiation.  As with Brown’s appeals to his potential readership 

both the week prior and immediately preceding the extract, the text itself registers not a new frontier in 

American letters but registers instead an Old World tale of aristocratic benevolence and deference. This 

brief, and not particularly thrilling, sketch begins: “I have stated the amount of my obligations to my 

patroness, such as they continued to be for some time.  I did not desire to increase them.  I would much 

more willingly have consented to lessen the number, but her benevolence with regard to me, as well as 

others, was a principle that was never weary” (228). Brown presents readers of The Weekly Magazine 

with a first-person narrative not of American freedom—aesthetic or otherwise—but feudal “obligations” 

grounded in a permanent relationship between narrator and “patroness” that “continued to be for 

some time.” This relationship is decidedly not equal, but depends on a system of aristocratic 

“benevolence” between the patroness (later named as Ormond Courtney), the narrator, and “others” 

subject to her “obligations.” Underscoring the European setting and its attendant social relations, the 

narrator notes that he and Courtney “spent some time” in Bordeaux, where they met “a young Irish 

merchant” settled there, a possible antecedent for Huntly’s Clithero Edny.  Thus, the self-proclaimed 

26 As is well known, Brown abandoned a legal career to write fiction full time—in what he frequently characterizes 
as a uniquely American vein—until several years’ worth of “opposition and indifference” (Elliott xi) led him back to 
business pursuits.  For a brief overview of Brown’s career and its bookends, see Emory Elliott’s “Introduction” to 
Wieland; or The Transformation, ed. Emory Elliott, Oxford UP (Oxford: 1994), vii-xxx. Such an aversion both to 
literary pursuits as a recreation and European literary forms implies an attempt to carve out authorship as a 
profession independent of an Old World system of patronage and deference.  While several scholars have noted 
that Brown neither authored the first novel in America nor was he the United States’ first fiction writer (Kazanjian 
142), what is important here is not a pedantic debate of origins, but rather Brown’s self-conception as a pioneer in 
American fiction writing and its reluctant reliance on Old World precedent both in aesthetic material and economic 
theorization. 
27 Krause, 303. 

https://letters.26
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“American Tale” opens with nary a mention of America, opting instead to portray Old World locales and 

social relations. 

Further, the moral of the brief tale—to the extent that one exists—is not one of democratic 

equality or social mobility, as one might expect of Brown in post-revolutionary America, but a 

celebration of the quasi-feudal sociality that it dramatizes.  To summarize the plot briefly, following the 

narrator’s brief introduction concerning his relationship with his patroness and their travels, he recounts 

what becomes the major focus of the brief tale: the trials and tribulations of the Irish merchant 

Annesley.  We are told that he aspires through his mercantile career in Bordeaux to amass a sufficient 

fortune to retire and purchase an estate back in Ireland for him and his family to live on, to “spend the 

remainder of his life in his darling occupations, and in the education of his children” (ibid.) thereby 

escaping the aristocratic economy that subtends his relationship with his patroness.  Eventually, after 

accumulating enough for this design and converting it into cash, Annesley embarks for Ireland and isn’t 

heard from for some time.  The narrator later learns that this is because he has been the victim of 

several major misfortunes: the entirety of his money has been irrecoverably stolen and he has been 

imprisoned for non-payment of his father’s debt “unable even to hire a messenger who might inform his 

friends of his condition” (ibid.).  Because of his hardworking nature and sterling character, the narrator 

indicates a profound sympathy for Annesley’s condition that he is seemingly powerless to assuage.  

Upon realizing his powerlessness to aid his merchant friend, he is overcome with sadness that 

Ormond Courtney cannot help but notice, a wrong that the patroness wishes to correct.  The story 

concludes with a kind of deus ex machina act of benevolence that is worth quoting at some length: 

It is true that the sum which was owing was large in itself, but was small when compared with 

her revenues, and those of her friends, on whose concurrence, in the relief of distress, she could 

depend.  If I had justly represented the character of Annesley, to restore him to liberty, and raise 

him to security and independence, was conferring nothing less than a national benefit.  She had 
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noticed the first appearances of sadness in me.  She had taken measures to ascertain the cause.  

She was already apprised of most of the facts that I had mentioned, and had formed her 

resolution.  She concluded with directing me to pay this debt, and transfer to Annesley an 

estate, to be held by him on easy terms, by which he was placed in a situation little inferior to 

that which his fancy has sketched as the summit of his wishes (230-1). 

The rationale for Ormond Courtney’s charitable act demonstrates the translation of Old World social 

norms into a mercantile economy, not unlike the persistence of feudal hierarchies that Brown explores 

in Edgar Huntly. For one, the calculus of the debt’s repayment takes into account not only “her 

revenues,” but also “those of her friends” upon whom she can depend for “relief of distress,” indicating 

an importance of personal relationships to mercantile dealings.28 Furthermore, Courtney’s decision 

requires not mere sympathy for the debtor’s condition or a cost-benefit analysis of the debt’s transfer, 

but additionally “the character of Annesley,” indicating yet another particularity which undergirds the 

story’s logic.29 Finally, the form his “security and independence” takes, finally, is not the political and 

economic freedom of liberal capitalism, but a permanent indebtedness (“easy terms”) on the patroness’ 

“estate,” indicating that the fragment does not ultimately transcend the aristocratic feudalism it 

dramatizes, but rather serves as the means of its own resolution. 

At the heart of the project that would become Edgar Huntly, despite the pretensions to 

originality and American-ness, is a tale whose most ostensibly marketable and central fragment 

28 By insisting on the importance—and perhaps even the centrality—of personal relationships to credit-worthiness, 
Brown draws upon early modern economic practice in which “[k]inship, by creating a bond of personal confidence, 
provided a crucial base for lending of last resort for a relative over-extended in business” as well as other more 
banal credit transactions, Peter Mathias, “Risk, credit and kinship in early modern enterprise,” in The Early Modern 
Atlantic Economy, ed. John J. McCusker & Kenneth Morgan, Cambridge UP (Cambridge: 2000), pp. 15-35. 25. 
Crucially, in this story it is not blood relations that create this bond, but rather hierarchal political ones with which 
the story opens, indicating not a move towards capital accumulation that Mathias charts but a persistence of older 
modes of sociality alongside the advancement of Atlantic World capitalism. 
29 For an excellent analysis of character and its connection to “the freedom of American citizenship” (35), see 
Hoang Gia Phan, Bonds of Citizenship: Law and the Labors of Emancipation, New York UP (New York: 2013), esp. 
24-106 

https://logic.29
https://dealings.28
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concerns itself almost entirely with the separate though intertwined dynamics of European feudalism 

and a social economy of aristocratic benevolence and deference.  Ormond Courtney and her fortune and 

social connections serve as the antidote to the dangers of a market economy: the alienability of money 

and the monetization of debt.  Readers are led to believe that aristocracy and its decidedly unequal 

relations between patroness and servant are better suited to deal with the vicissitudes of the market 

and the instability of property than the autonomous subject of democracy who—in the form of the free 

agent Annesley—winds up jailed without a penny to his name. Brown’s central concern in Huntly, it 

would seem, is not frontier settlement or the structure of consciousness (as many readings would imply) 

but the aristocracy, its socio-political institutions, and their praxis within a burgeoning market economy.  

Thus, Edgar Huntly represents Brockden Brown’s attempt to think the American frontier experience in 

and through the Old World concerns that structure “Sky-Walk,” thereby offering commentary on the 

same concerns that structure both Jefferson and Crevecoeur’s more explicitly political works. 

A PEASANT’S CONFESSION: CLITHERO AND THE FEUDAL KERNEL OF PENNSYLVANIAN FARMING 

At first glance, it might appear that Brockden Brown, at least consciously, would share with 

Jefferson and Crevecoeur an exceptionalist enthusiasm for American political and economic freedom. In 

words that echo those of the announcement of “Sky-Walk,” Brown offers another aesthetic manifesto 

“To the Public” before the text of Huntly proper. Much quoted in criticism of the novel, Brown declares 

that “America has opened new views to the naturalist and politician, but has seldome [sic] furnished 

themes to the moral painter. That new springs of action, and new motives to curiosity should operate; 

that the field of investigation, opened to us by our own country, should differ essentially from those 

which exist in Europe, may readily be conceived."30 It is Brown’s self-proclaimed mission to fill this 

lacuna in American culture, providing the “new springs of action” and “motives” prompted, again, by the 

30 Charles Brockden Brown, Edgar Huntly, or Memoirs of a Sleep-Walker, ed. Sydney J. Krause and S. W. Reid. Kent 
State UP (Kent: 1984), 3, hereinafter cited parenthetically. 
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United States land itself as a “field of investigation.” Again, the evident novelty of this aesthetic material 

is contrasted explicitly to “those which exist in Europe,” ostensibly implying a supersession of and 

fundamental break with Old World models through the American scene itself (however dubious this 

claim) just as grounded in land as Jefferson and Crevecoeur’s political economic projects.  Many critics 

have taken Brown at his word, here.  Steve Hamelman glosses the advertisement thus: “Brown makes in 

this preface a bold assertion about his powers to distinguish, perhaps detach, his art from all domestic 

predecessors—an audacious and even fatuous proposition were it not to a considerable degree 

fulfilled.”31 

In summary, Brown himself and many of his critics have presented Edgar Huntly as an American 

text, crafted out of American material by a man aspiring to be America’s first professional author. 

Ostensibly, this would entail, perhaps even require, an engagement with post-revolution United States 

republican politics and nascent capitalist economics both in its production (salability is crucial to this 

experiment) and its content (which promises to be drawn directly from America itself).  This account of 

Brown would make him a figure on the cultural and political vanguard, taking up the newly-minted 

American republican experiment while shying away from—if not rejecting wholesale—Old World 

precedent, an author much more invested in the future and the native than the foreign, the past, and 

their twin and continuing influences. 

Whether or not this is indeed Brown’s ambition, however, is called into question by the 

subsequent text itself.  The concluding declarations of the preface indicate that Brown imagines Huntly 

not so much as a radical break with Old World tradition, but a translation of that tradition.  Registering 

31 “Rhapsodist in the Wilderness: Brown’s Romantic Quest in Edgar Huntly,” Studies in American Fiction, 21.2 
(1993), 171-190, 172.  More recently, and more hesitantly, David Kazanjian casts the preface as “Brown[‘s] call[] 
for the systematic and normative construction of ‘America’s’ natural and essential difference” (143). 
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what Barbara Novak describes as “the discovery of the American landscape as an effective substitute for 

a missing national tradition,” he continues:32 

One merit the writer may at least claim; that of calling forth the passions and engaging the 

sympathy of the reader, by means hitherto unemployed by preceding authors.  Puerile 

superstition and exploded manners; Gothic castles and chimeras, are the materials usually 

employed for this end.  The incidents of Indian hostility, and the perils of the western 

wilderness, are far more suitable; and, for a native of America to overlook these, would admit of 

no apology (ibid.). 

The European author and his Old World tradition deal with remnants of feudalism—“Gothic castles,” 

“[p]uerile superstition and exploded manners”—to create aesthetic and affective response.  The “native 

of America,” however must deal with “Indian hostility” and the “western wilderness” in his art, 

importantly, to produce the very same effect. It is not that Brown imagines a uniquely American 

literature that will differ qualitatively from the European Gothic, but rather that the means through 

which the author “call[s] forth the passions and engag[es] the sympathy” are different.  Thus, the 

American author is not a pioneer—as Scott Bradfield would suggest—but rather a translator working in 

a transatlantic intellectual community which connects the Old World with the New while simultaneously 

creating an American parallel, much like the Friendly Club with Brown’s occasional involvement sought 

to do.33 From these opening words alone, we see that unlike the political economists, Brown recognizes 

32 Barbara Novak, Nature and Culture: American Landscape and Painting, Oxford UP (Oxford: 2007), 68. 
33 Scott Bradfield, Dreaming Revolution: Transgression in the Development of American Romance, U of Iowa P 
(Iowa City: 1993), 21 in which he asserts: “According to Brown, authors cultivate American landscapes the same 
way pioneers colonize the wilderness.  Novelists apply European genres to American landscapes the same way 
colonists apply European tools to the soil or European Bibles to aboriginal inhabitants.” Brown’s preface is not 
after this kind of application of genre to the American scene, but the use of it to produce an effect already evoked 
by “Gothic castles and chimeras.”  For other readings of the preface, and Huntly more generally, which emphasize 
the transplantation of European models into the American soil, see Alan Axelrod, Charles Brockden Brown: An 
American Tale, U of Texas P (Austin: 1983), esp. 3-28; Beth L. Leuck, “Charles Brockden Brown’s Edgar Huntly: The 
Picturesque Traveler as Sleepwalker,” Studies in American Fiction, 15.1 (1987), 25-42; and Jonathan Elmer, 
“Sovereignty, Race, and Melancholy in the Transatlantic Romantic Novel,” in On Lingering and Being Last: Race and 
Sovereignty in the New World, Fordham UP (New York: 2008), 147-186. 
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a fundamental interconnection between Europe and the United States, one that he will explore at 

length in the novel at the same political economic level as Letters from an American Farmer and Notes 

on the State of Virginia do. In fact, it would not be much of a stretch to say that Brown himself would 

characterize it as such, as he wrote Jefferson “a long letter on December 25, 1798, stating his reasons 

for writing his novel Wieland and asking for an indication of approval.”34 

The most obvious and remarked upon contrast between the cleaner narratives of American 

settlement and practice that Jefferson and Crevecoeur offer and Edgar Huntley is the role the Indian 

plays.  While the former either espouse a kind of noble savage trope or cast the Indian as an inferior 

and infantile inhabitant of the wilderness—to oversimplify quite a bit—the latter people’s its narrative 

universe with vicious  savages who seem to thirst solely for violent revenge upon white settlers. As 

Sydney J. Krause argues, “Brown would for the most part seem to have sided with the Indian-phobes, 

whose every word indicated that to know the Indian was to loathe him.”35 What interests me, here, 

however, is not how Brown diagnoses the implicit white, settler colonial violence upon which American 

agriculture in any of its instantiations is founded—important as that aspect of the text is. Rather, I 

explore how the novel undercuts the firm division between the new republic, capitalism, and the world 

market that Notes on the State of Virginia and Letters from an American Farmer actively work to reify. 

Jefferson seeks to preserve republican virtue by keeping dependence and degradation especially of the 

wage, for him the sine qua non of the capitalist mode of production at a firm distance from American 

soil while still allowing American participation in the Atlantic World market.  Crevecoeur insists that 

American political and economic freedom requires landed independence (or competence, to use an 

eighteenth-century term) incompatible with the economic climate of the Atlantic World’s commercial 

metropole in England.  Contrary to both of these accounts of America’s relationship to feudal and 

34 Charles C. Cole Jr., “Brockden Brown and the Jefferson Administration,” The Pennsylvania Magazine of History 
and Biography 72.3 (1948), 253-263. 254 
35 Krause, “Historical Essay” 387. 
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capitalist servitude, Edgar Huntly presents American agriculture as a testing ground for the development 

of American capitalism, particularly its regimes of property and accumulation while also theorizing its 

intimate connection to both brands of unfreedom Jefferson and Crevecoeur abhor. 

Scholarship on the novel has tended not to focus on the economic underpinnings of the novel’s 

action, but rather the aforementioned white settler colonial violence and, as is typical of much Brown 

criticism, the limits of Enlightenment rationalism and its attendant political projects.  For example, 

Justine Murison places Huntly in the context of eighteenth-century debates about citizenship and 

contends that “Brown not only comments on the role of mind and morality in the political debates over 

naturalization and citizenship…he also uses the suggestive conjunction of politics and psychology to 

undermine the central premise of the eighteenth-century novel: that memory could produce a reliable 

history or a morally responsible citizenry.”36 While Murison’s compelling reading takes up Brown’s 

relationship to Enlightenment ideals, Janie Hinds and many others address the novel’s connection to 

white settlement, arguing that “Edgar’s thoroughgoing ‘Indian-hating’ bespeaks a colonial desire to 

appropriate the history—the ‘text’—of the Natives, and Deb in particular; this discursive ‘land grabbing’ 

is isomorphic with the English appropriation of actual land.”37 Even the most ostensibly economic 

reading of the text—found in Chad Luck’s The Body of Property—concludes his introduction: “Exactly 

how this [spatial] appropriation might occur, and how it might reframe a history of Indian-settler 

violence is the central concern of this chapter.”38 None of these readings, however, focus on the two 

key moments for understanding the novel’s relationship to capital and accumulation in the Early 

Republic, both firmly grounded in both the agricultural setting and the (Atlantic) world market: 

36 Justine S. Murison, “The Tyranny of Sleep: Somnambulism, Moral Citizenship, and Charles Brockden Brown’s 
Edgar Huntly,” Early American Literature, 44.2 (2009), 243-270. 245. 
37 Janie Hinds, “Deb’s Dogs: Animals, Indians, and Postolonial Desire in Charles Brockden Brown’s ‘Edgar Huntly’,” 
Early American Literature, 39.2 (2004), 323-354, 342. 
38 Chad Luck, “Walking the Property: Ownership, Space, and the Body in Motion in Edgar Huntly,” in The Body of 
Property, Fordham UP: (New York: 2014), 35-82, 40. 
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Clithero’s guild-ridden revelation of his personal history and the ostensibly minor Weymouth’s 

picaresque history detailing his search for Waldegrave’s missing fortune. 

Prior to Edgar’s much remarked upon nightmarish adventures battling Indians and navigating an 

inexplicably barren Pennsylvania wilderness in search of civilization—and taking up a substantial portion 

of the novel—Brown’s narrator recounts to his betrothed a curious incident that might lead to the 

murderer of her brother and Huntly’s friend Waldegrave.  One fateful evening, Edgar notices a human 

form digging in the earth beneath the Elm tree which serves as the scene of the aforementioned crime 

and determines that this man must be in some way connected with it.  Determined to “ascertain the 

hand who killed my friend…and to punish the crime” (8), Edgar seeks an interview with the unknown 

man only to realize that he is sleepwalking and must, thus, be left alone to be interrogated at a later 

time concerning Waldegrave’s death. This impediment does not stop Huntly from meditating on 

possible suspects. 

Taking the reader through the potential murderers, Edgar ultimately concludes his chain of 

reasoning by casting the crime as an intrusion of Old World elements into this United States community 

at Norwalk.   Determining because of location that it was probably one of his neighbor Inglefield’s two 

servants, he further works to weigh each possibility.  The first is “a native of the district, simple, guileless 

and incapable of any act of violence,” (14) and is thus quickly excluded from Huntly’s investigation.  

However, the second “an emigrant from Ireland [who] had been six months in the family of my friend” 

(ibid.) presents a far more compelling suspect.  The grounds of this suspicion are cast as an intrusion into 

a Jeffersonian community of farmers. Describing their community’s socio-political arrangement, he 

continues: “Our scheme was, for the most part, a patriarchal one. Each farmer was surrounded by his 

sons and kinsmen” (ibid.). Clithero Edny, the Irish immigrant in question, is “the only foreigner among 

us” (ibid.) and, thus, the only reasonable object of suspicion.  In a moment that for Jared Gardner 

emblematizes the logic of the Alien and Sedition Acts whereby “constructing and exorcising the alien is 
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the precondition of a national identity,”39 Edgar immediately places his mystery in a transatlantic setting 

whereby stable divisions between the Old World and New fail; even in the heart of a republican farming 

community, the vestiges of the supposedly superseded Old World sociality, here articulated through an 

Irish servant, linger. 

After two attempts to follow a sleepwalking Clithero through the wilderness surrounding the 

farming community, Edgar finally confronts him, getting him to agree to a full confession of his misdeeds 

several days later. What follows is perhaps the longest sustained narrative in the entire novel, one in 

which Clithero emerges not as an alien to be excised from the body politic or a savage Irishman who 

must be brought to civilization (as several critics would have it), but as a representative of feudalism and 

champion of its social relations in the vein of “Sky-Walk.” Framing the upcoming narrative for Edgar, he 

begins with a brief overview of his family history: “I was born in the county of Armagh.  My parents were 

of the better sort of peasants, and were able to provide me with the rudiments of knowledge.  I should 

doubtless have trodden in their footsteps, and have spent my life in the cultivation of their scanty fields, 

if an event had not happened” (37).  Clithero makes eminently clear here that his original station—not 

unlike that of “Sky-Walk”’s unnamed narrator—is feudal, being defined by a particular “county” and plot 

of land (“scanty fields”) which make up the entirety of his identity as one of “the better sort of 

peasants.” Moreover, this land is part of a much larger feudal system, “a portion of the demesne of one 

who resided wholly in the metropolis, and consigned the management of his estates to his stewards and 

retainers” (ibid.).  Unlike the “patriarchal” world of Huntly’s community, Clithero remains haunted by a 

39 Master Plots: Race and the Founding of an American Literature 1787-1845, The Johns Hopkins UP (Baltimore: 
1998), 56.  For another reading of the relationship between Edgar’s relationship to Clithero and late eighteenth-
century discourses of othering, see Christopher Stampone, “A ‘Spirit of Mistaken Benevolence’: Civilizing the 
Savage in Charles Brockden Brown’s Edgar Huntly,” Early American Literature 50.2, 415-448 in which he argues 
that “Clithero is an Irish savage in his home country before he comes to America, thereby remapping race thinking 
in the text” (415).  While both of these readings are compelling, both ultimately focus on Clithero as a figure that 
Brown needs to contain for racial reasons rather than, as I will argue, the motor that drives both the novel’s plot 
and the political and economic change that it registers. 
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social formation in which property takes the form of a large “demesne” that transcends the division 

between “metropolis” and countryside, overseen by “stewards and retainers,” social types at least 

nominally unknown in Brown’s and Edgar’s republic.  

Not only is this society structurally feudal, as Clithero’s language indicates, but the life-altering 

“event” that sets his narrative in motion takes the form of an act of aristocratic benevolence not unlike 

that of “Sky-Walk”’s Courtney.  The newly independent mistress of Clithero’s family’s estate, Mrs. 

Lorimer, notably unlike the conniving aristocrats of the eighteenth-century European Gothic, vows to 

“preserve and improve by schemes of economy, the remains of her fortune, and to employ it in the 

diffusion of good” (38).40 In order to proliferate good throughout the realm, Mrs. Lorimer decides that 

Clithero “should be educated with her child, and that an affection, in this way, might be excited in me 

towards my young master, which might render me, when we should attain to manhood, one of his most 

faithful and intelligent dependents” (ibid.).  This plan works to interpellate Clithero into a feudal politics 

of “affection” and “dependen[ce]” towards his superiors who stand above him, as he has it, in “rank and 

station” (ibid) around which the majority of his story revolves, making this story—like “Sky-Walk”—in 

which Mrs. Lorimer’s benevolence and Clithero’s corresponding deference foster social relations 

anathema to visions like Jefferson’s and Crevecoeur’s agrarian utopias. Brown goes on to suggests that 

their sharp bifurcation of American freedom and European bondage is also not as tenable as they 

suppose. 

Clithero sees aristocratic sociality and Mrs. Lorimer’s charity not as a mere improvement of 

station within a feudal society, but a kind of political freedom.  After reaching the requisite “manhood,” 

40 For useful comparisons between Huntly and European Gothic—particularly Godwin’s Caleb Williams—see 
Bradfield, Dreaming Revolution, 1-32; John Carlos Rowe, Literary Culture and US Imperialism, Oxford UP (Oxford 
2000), 25-51; and Elmer, On Lingering and Being Last, 147-186.  All three of these juxtapositions, in one way or 
another, imply that Brown somehow has left behind the world of aristocrats that European novelists depict, but— 
as Clithero’s story and its precedent in “Sky-Walk” make abundantly clear—they stand at the heart of Huntly’s 
political project. 
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he comes to occupy the position of “steward” of all Mrs. Lorimer’s “estates in the city” (40) which he 

celebrates in paradoxical terms : “My station was a servile one, yet most of the evils of servitude were 

unknown to me. My personal ease and independence were less infringed than that of those who are 

accounted the freest members of society.  I derived a sort of authority and dignity from the receipt and 

disbursement of money” (ibid.).  This position as a glorified accountant in Mrs. Lormier’s demesne 

allows him to nearly attain her aristocratic status with “a sort of authority and dignity.”  Furthermore, 

this “servile” position in a feudal system of money collection counterintuitively allows him to transcend 

“servitude,” or at least its unnamed “evils.”  Mrs. Lorimer’s benevolence has not only nearly shorn him 

of his status as a peasant, replacing his relative degradation with “dignity,” but also granted him more 

“independence” than the also unnamed “freest members of society.” The beginning of Clithero’s 

story—recounting his rise from lowly peasant to feudal steward—repeats “Sky-Walk”’s positive 

depiction of feudalism, indicating how it can work to produce political and economic freedom through 

its economy of benevolence and deference.  Moreover, his history’s effects are not limited to the other 

side of the Atlantic, but extend to his current station, acting again as a servant in rural Pennsylvania, 

suggesting that Old World institutions and their attendant ideologies continue to inflect political and 

economic experience in the new republic.41 

The conclusion of this lengthy episode—after quite a few twists and turns—both explains 

Clithero’s exile to the United States and marks the apparent end of feudalism in the text, a transition to 

another political economic arrangement.  Mrs. Lorimer, we are told, thinks herself and her life bound to 

her evil brother Wiatte who—after a brief banishment from Ireland—has returned to haunt Clithero’s 

41 To summarize this lesson for Edgar and the reader, Clithero later takes account of his situation while pondering 
whether or not to kill his patroness: “I her son, I, whom the law of my birth doomed to poverty and hardship, but 
whom her unsolicited beneficence snatched from those evils, and endowed with the highest good known to 
intelligent beings, the consolations of science and the blandishments of affluence; to whom the darling of her life, 
the offspring in whom are faithfully preserved the lineaments of its angelic mother, she has not denied! . . . What 
is the recompense that I have made? How have I discharged the measureless debt of gratitude to which she is 
entitled?” (82). 

https://republic.41
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patroness. On his way to receive payment for a debt in his function as steward, Clithero encounters a 

man in a dark alley; a life-and-death struggle ensues in which the former emerges victorious and has 

killed this unknown man who turns out to be Wiatte himself.  Thus having disappointed his patroness by 

killing the man to whom her own life is bound, Clithero determines to bring this prophecy to fruition 

himself by doing the same to Mrs. Lorimer: “I came to murder you.  Your brother has perished by my 

hands.  Fresh from the commission of this deed, I have hastened hither, to perpetrate the same crime 

upon you” (86). This, killing his patroness, severing the ties of benevolence and deference, and thereby 

relinquishing his position as feudal steward, is the crime of which Clithero is guilty, not the murder of 

Waldegrave under the Elm.42 Wiatte and Mrs. Lorimer dead, at least to Clithero’s knowledge, the entire 

social structure they represent has been undone in Ireland, its effects left to proliferate across the 

Atlantic. 

Clithero’s subsequent decision to banish himself from his native Ireland underscores this 

transitional moment at the heart of Brown’s novel.  Determining that he cannot kill himself, as “[t]he 

self-destroyer is his own enemy,” (ibid.) he resolves to leave the scene of his crimes forever: “I banished 

myself forever from my native soil.  I vowed never more to behold the face of my Clarice, to abandon my 

friends, my books, all by wonted labours, and accustomed recreations” (ibid.).  Thus, his decision is not a 

mere change of scenery or a standard tale of emigration like Farmer James’, but a wholesale 

reevaluation of his social position.  Unmoored from “native soil,” that hallmark of peasant existence and 

aristocratic management, Clithero relinquishes ties to his aristocratic fiancée Clarice as well as the life of 

ease and independence, its “labours,” and “recreations.” Highlighting the drastic change his life has 

undergone, he describes this act “of plunging from the height of fortune to obscurity and indigence” 

42 Furthermore, the sheer amount of pages dedicated to Clithero’s decision whether or not to kill Mrs. Lorimer 
seems to imply that this is the seat of a momentous transition in the novel’s narrative universe.  Over ten pages 
elapse between Clithero’s obedience to “unconscious necessity” (74) which propels him seemingly to “a distant 
era of [his] life” (78) and Mrs. Lorimer’s final appearance, “s[inking] upon the floor pallid and breathless” (87) 
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emblematized  by his trading “the garb of affluence” for “a beggar’s attire” (88).  Standing wholly 

outside the feudal sociality he indirectly works to overturn, Clithero must find a social formation that fits 

his new subject position. 

As such, his sartorial transformation prefigures his relinquishment of a station of servitude to 

one of a free agent in the Atlantic World.  Concluding his story, Clithero explains his arrival in the United 

States from Belfast: “A vessel was preparing for America.  I embraced eagerly the opportunity of passing 

into a new world.  I arrived in Philadelphia. As soon as I landed I wandered hither, and was content to 

wear out my few remaining days in the service of Inglefield” (ibid.).  Explicitly casting this journey as one 

to “a new world,” this former feudal steward seems almost magnetically drawn to echo his past life in a 

new setting.  Rather than determining to live in “Philadelphia” as a wage laborer or craftsman, he 

instead immediately “wandered hither” to Inglefield’s farm where, again rather than working as a hired 

hand, he chooses to cast his lot “in the service of Inglefield.” Thus, his circuitous journey has seen him 

move from peasant to aristocrat and back down to a kind of pseudo-peasant again without the 

indenture typical of such arrangements, “content” to remain on the same plot of land, in a position of 

direct servitude to Edgar’s neighbor. Clithero’s story registers not just the supercession of feudalism 

abroad, but also the resonances between Old World peasant farming and yeoman agrarianism in the 

United States suggesting that the hierarchies of Europe cannot be overthrown so easily. 

Just as Clithero’s lengthy confession (and to some extent the extract of “Sky-Walk”) stand at the 

heart of Edgar Huntly, offering a kernel around which the whole text is built, Clithero himself 

demonstrates the centrality of feudal social relations to this paternalistic farming community.43 At both 

the levels of form and content, Brockden Brown gives the lie to utopian visions of an agrarian republic 

43 As Hamelman quite rightly notes in “Rhapsodist in the Wilderness,” “[i]t is primarily Edny’s existence, not 
Waldegrave’s death, that creates the bulk of Huntly’s ensuing take” (175). Elmer, too, though much more 
cryptically, wants to direct readers attention not to Huntly’s “self-consciously American literary project,” but rather 
“the story within the story, of Clithero Edny’s rise and fall” (157). 

https://community.43
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divorced entirely from European feudalism and its social relations of political and economic servitude 

and bondage in the name of their persistence.  Clithero represents not the alien outsider who must be 

found out to create and preserve a white American identity, but a subject of feudalism who transports 

feudalism, its value system, and social relations across the Atlantic to solder the Old World to the New in 

Brown’s imaginary.  Inserted harmoniously—he did not kill Waldegrave, after all—into this farming 

community, Clithero’s arrival works further to stage a confrontation between two distinct modes of 

production, and it is over the shifting definition of and rights of property that this confrontation unfolds. 

KANT MEETS BROCKDEN BROWN: VIOLENCE AND PROPERTY RIGHTS IN CLITHERO’S BOX 

After Clithero remorsefully confesses to murdering Mrs. Lorimer, Edgar learns that he seems to 

have absconded into the wilderness.  Ever the detective, Edgar uses this opportunity to seek out clues to 

the servant’s whereabouts and recounts that he “inquired what this man had left behind, and found 

that it consisted of a square box, put together by himself with uncommon strength, but of rugged 

workmanship” (113-4).  Thus, the text introduces a pseudo-Lockean history of Clithero’s “square box,” 

invoking both the bodily “strength” and “workmanship” that the former peasant put into the box’s 

existence and evokes a discourse of property right from the outset.44 Furthermore, despite the curiosity 

44 By emphasizing physical strength and yoking this property to the work of Clithero’s body, Brown echoes Locke’s 
famous articulation of property in the Second Treatise of Government in which he defines property beginning from 
individual strength: “The labour of his body, and the work of his hands, we may say, are properly his.  Whatsoever 
then he removes out of the state of nature hath provided, and left it in, he hath mixed his labour with, and joined 
to it something that is his own, and thereby makes it his property” (19). Other scholars have noted similarities 
between Edgar Huntly’s commentary on property rights and Locke.  For the most compelling treatments of this 
question, see Avram Alpert, “’Melancholy Wildness’: The Failure of Cross-Cultural Engagement in Rousseau’s 
Discourse on the Origin of Inequality and Brown’s Edgar Huntly,” Early American Literature 49.1 (2014), 121-147 in 
which he argues that “[a]lthough [Rousseau] saw the limits of Lockean property and its absurdity when applied to 
the Americas, he also kept within its general framework of the social contract and did not attempt a reconciliation 
of European and native ideas about contracts, a problem that recurs in Edgar Huntly” (130); and Chad Luck, The 
Body of Property, where he contends “that Brown draws on the sense psychology of Locke, Hume, and the French 
philosophe, Condillac, in order to posit a sophisticated phenomenological model of body-space relationships” (38). 
While both valuable for charting the Lockean influences on Brown’s thinking about property and the establishment 
of spatial boundaries, Alpert’s and Luck’s analyses do not account for the box scene and its centrality to the novel’s 
theorization of property which discloses the Old World influences that continue to undergird the scene; it is 
Clithero’s property, after all. 

https://outset.44
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that Edgar evinces—and the box’s potential to unlock the secrets of Clithero’s mysterious character—he 

immediately invokes legal discourse to weigh the possibility of opening the box, recounting both that 

“[t]his box contained nothing with which others had a right to meddle” and that “[w]hat Clithero 

thought proper to conceal, it was criminal for us to extort from him” (114).  By referring to both one’s 

“right to meddle” with this box and the “criminal” implications of so doing, Edgar makes this conundrum 

one not just of ethics or privacy, but of property law and politics, elevating this rather banal situation to 

a kind of test case for the relationship between appropriation, property right, and politics against the 

backdrop of a rural Pennsylvania farming community. 

Despite the fact Edgar’s encounter with Clithero’s property, and its attendant rights and ethical 

implications spans two chapters in the novel, it has received very little attention in Brockden Brown 

scholarship.  Those that do touch upon this scene do so only cursorily without accounting for the 

theoretical implications of Edgar’s meditations and subsequent actions.  Hamelman casts this as the 

moment at which the distance between Huntly and Brockden Brown collapses into a single figure, 

abstracting from the particularities of the scene and making it an allegory of Brown’s aesthetic project: 

“Brown seems to be groping for the key to character, to motivation, to literary creation itself…. The 

incident suggests Brown’s resolution to probe into every secret, every closed box, for the sake of his 

art.”45 Others have treated it even more tangentially, arguing that it serves as a transition moment in 

Brown’s narrative structure; according to one scholar, Edgar’s encounter of Clithero’s box serves to 

demonstrate his “descent into savagery.”46 While interesting approaches to the scene both of these 

45 Hamelman, “Rhapsodist in the Wilderness,” 181-2. 
46 Stampone, “’Mistaken Benevolence’,” 432.  For earlier readings of Edgar Huntly that take up the box scene along 
similar lines, see Roland Hagenbüchle, “American Literature and the Nineteenth-Century Crisis in Epistemology: 
The Example of Charles Brockden Brown,” Early American Literature 23.2 (1988), 121-151, especially his footnote 
indicating that “Although Brown has borrowed the motif of the empty box from Godwin, his use of it is surprisingly 
original.  In Edgar Huntly the protagonist opens Clithero’s box to find it empty, and as the cunningly built-in 
mechanism is broken, he cannot close it anymore.  In other words, the meaning of the box lies in the very act of 
opening it, just as the meaning of a text resides in the hermeneutic act as such” (146); and Beverly R. Voloshin, 
“’Edgar Huntly’ and the Coherence of the Self,” Early American Literature 23.3 (1988), 262-280, and her concluding 
remarks that Edgar “is moreover an experimenter and a mechanist and, like Clithero, a contriver of intricate boxes 
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approaches ignore that more than a metaphor for the secrets that lay within Clithero’s psyche and 

Brown’s aesthetic material or a narrative bridge between Edgar’s rational investigation and traipse 

through the savage wilderness, the box remains the property—something Edgar emphasizes several 

times—of a man invested in feudal notions of the concept, as we have seen. 

His description of the box itself further works to mark this situation as fruitful fodder for an ideal 

and abstract meditation on theoretical questions concerning the nature of property.  Despite the 

potential violation of property right and law, Edgar and his interlocutors, Inglefield and the unnamed 

other servant, attempt to pry open the box anyway with a seemingly randomly produced set of keys. 

However, “[t]he keys were produced, but no lock nor key-hole were discoverable” (114).  Moreover, the 

narrator tells us that while the lid was tightly fastened, “by what means it was fastened, the most 

accurate inspection could not detect” (ibid.).  The conspicuous absence of both “lock” and “key-hole” 

combined with the inaccessibility of its interior makes the box seemingly pure surface without any 

distinguishing features.  Furthermore, the text goes on to add: “Its structure was remarkable. It 

consisted of six sides, square and of similar dimensions.  These were joined, not by mortice and tennon; 

not by nails, not by hinges, but the junction was accurate.  The means by which they were made to 

cohere were invisible” (ibid.).  Clithero’s box is, by this account, a featureless cube (rather than the more 

common rectangular prism) without any visible distinguishing mark, rendering it more an abstraction 

than a concrete object and elevating it to the status of property as such.  In this moment, Brown does to 

property what Joshua Reynolds did to painterly aesthetics across the Atlantic, providing not “the 

with hidden springs.  His own contrivance for finding out Clithero’s secret, for getting into the box of Clithero’s self, 
traps Huntly in the inside-out design of the novel.  The world-machine of the eighteenth-century philosophers 
springs shut on Huntly, and the self that seemed to be the father of empiricism congruent with an orderly world 
now too seems dangerously complex, threatening to elude the net of self-presence and representation” (276). 
Like Hamelman, these two deconstructive readings immediately allegorize Clithero’s box without attending to its 
importance as an exemplar of property and grounds for the confrontation of two regimes of property. 
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representation of an individual, but of a class” to elicit “one common idea.”47 That it does not cease to 

be property through and through, despite its almost ethereally abstract character, can be seen in 

Edgar’s assertion that “[t]his was the workmanship of his own hands” (ibid.), and all of the Lockean 

resonances such a phrase carries with it. 

This ideal form of property, furthermore, carries with it violence as a necessary condition of its 

existence as property.  Having second thoughts about this venture, Edgar asks himself: “What excuse 

could I make to the proprietor, should he ever reappear to claim his own, or to Inglefield for breaking 

open a receptacle which all the maxims of society combine to render sacred?” (115).  The discourse of 

property rights—“proprietor[ship]” and “claim”—trickles into the narrator’s conscience along with a 

celebration of property as the “sacred” sine qua non of civilized society. Significantly, violating these 

“sacred” rights constitutes a literal act of violence (“breaking open a receptacle”), both because of the 

remarkable construction of the box and, I would argue, its representative status as property.  Edgar 

himself makes this connection, again offering a rhetorical question: “could not my end be gained 

without violence?” (ibid.).  Thus, Brown extends Locke’s logic of labor and property to include the 

potential violation of its enjoyment, staging a situation in which Edgar must choose between respecting 

the sacred rights of property and Clithero’s right to privacy and his seemingly unquenchable curiosity in 

which violence is central. 

Thus, Huntly articulates a definition of property that requires violence as a constituent 

component; property is that which must be regulated through and defined by the possibility of violence.  

By installing violence at the heart of the novel’s regime of property, Brown extends the logic of property 

that undergirds the white settler usurpation of Lenne-Lenape land through both the historical Walking 

47 Sir Joshua Reynolds, Discourses Delivered to the Students of The Royal Academy, Seely & Co. Limited (London: 
1905), 57. 



  

    

  

 

 

  

 

 

 

 
 

 
  
 

 

   
 

Page 41 

Purchase and Old Deb’s cabin in the novel itself.48 However, beyond criticism that emphasizes this 

connection in United States settler colonialism, Huntly makes it a central tenent of property as such 

staged as a confrontation between republican and feudal regimes of property.   Managing to finally 

open the box and reveal its contents, the text solidifies this intimate connection between property and 

violence, as Clithero has constructed it such that any violation of its secrecy is permanently known.  As 

Edgar has it, again invoking the law: “If Clithero should ever reclaim his property, he would not fail to 

detect the violence of which I had been guilty” (ibid.).  Later in the text, he again references, “the 

violence which had been committed on his property” (120).  Brockden Brown thus suggests, perhaps 

even affirms, that the specter of violence always already accompanies the discourse of property and its 

attendant legal rights.  Clithero’s box requires both his continued ownership despite his absence and the 

possibility of violence being done to it according to Edgar’s logic.  Because of this definition, it becomes 

impossible for him to fulfil his desires though which he “intended not a theft.  I intended to benefit 

myself without inflicting injury on others” (115). 

Brown’s theorization of property in this brief but crucial scene resonates remarkably well with 

that of a much more famous eighteenth-century thinker of property: Immanuel Kant. In his “Universal 

Doctrine of Right,” Kant appeals to an abstract definition of property that transcends space, time, and 

embodiment. He begins Part I, “Concerning what is externally mine or yours in general,” by attempting 

to determine, ontologically, how it is that anybody can own property.  The first definition of ownership 

offers an account of property that links its existence fundamentally with embodiment and violence: 

48 For the seminal essay linking Huntly to the Walking Purchase, see Sydney J. Krause, “Penn’s Elm and Edgar 
Huntly: Dark ‘Instruction to the Heart’,” American Literature 66.3 (1994), 463-84 which elaborates greatly on the 
correspondences he notes in passing in his earlier “Historical Essay” (383).  For more recent analyses of this 
connection, see Chad Luck—though in a far more rigorously philosophical key—in both his “Walking the Property” 
and the earlier “Re-Walking the Purchase: Edgar Huntly, David Hume, and the Origins of Ownership,” Early 
American Literature 44.2 (2009), 271-306; and Andrew Newman, “’Light might possibly be requisite’: Edgar Huntly, 
Regional History, and Historicist Criticism,” Early American Studies, 8.2 (2010), 322-57, esp. pp. 349-56.  For a more 
general analysis of native sovereignty in the novel that draws upon its only round Indian character, see Matthew 
Wynn Silvils, “Native American Sovereignty and Old Deb in Charles Brockden Brown’s Edgar Huntly,” ATQ 15.4 
(2001), 293-304 and Hinds, “Deb’s Dogs.” 

https://itself.48


 

  

 

   

  

  

  

  

 

 

   

  

  

  

 

Page 42 

“That is rightfully mine (meum iuris) with which I am so connected that another’s use of it without my 

consent would wrong me.  The subjective condition of any possible use is possession.”49 There can be 

no concept of property that is not always already implicated in violence, the possibility of another’s use 

“without my consent,” and embodiment, requiring “possession” in the first instance.  Quite predictably, 

Kant’s penchant for abstraction will not allow him to be content with this embodied and particular 

definition of property. 

By bifurcating possession into two distinct ontological modes, the “Universal Doctrine” works to 

abstract property from his original theorization.  Kant contends that “the concept of possession” can 

have “different meanings, namely sensible possession and intelligible possession” (ibid.). The distinction 

between these two modes is that the former constitutes “physical possession” while the latter is 

“merely rightful possession of the same object” (ibid.). As the text continues to enrich its account of 

property, it becomes clear that Kant takes “intelligible possession” grounded in right to be the sine qua 

non of property.  Importantly, this relation between subject and object does not depend in the last 

instance upon spatio-temporal particularities: “The real definition of this concept …goes like this: 

something external is mine if I would be wronged by being disturbed in my use of it even though I am 

not in possession of it (not holding the object)” (403). This formulation of the “real definition” all but 

repeats the original definition from the first paragraph of chapter one, but adds an important 

qualification, namely that one need not have physical “possession” of the object to be its rightful owner, 

a condition to which Huntly certainly subscribes. A later definition elaborates upon this “real” one and 

makes its disconnect from empirical reality explicit: “the way to have something external as what is 

mine consists in a merely rightful connection of the subject’s will with that object in accordance with the 

49 Immanuel Kant. "The Universal Doctrine of Right." Practical Philosophy. Ed. Mary J. Gregor. Cambridge: 
Cambridge UP, 1996. 401ff, 401, herein after cited parenthetically. 
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concept of intelligible possession, independently of any relation to it in space and time” (407-8 emphasis 

mine) 

Kant thus works to install a regime of property that transcends the particularities of possession 

and can be regulated and enforced through abstract right.  Brockden Brown, through his protagonist’s 

hesitance to take possession of Clithero’s property, ultimately endorses this Enlightenment ideal that 

supersedes the immediacy and sensuousness of the box’ history along with its Old World resonance. By 

reading Brockden Brown with Kant—a precedent lies in David Kazanjian’s reading of Carwin the Biloquist 

against The Critique of Judgment50—we find a triumph of a particular concept of property stemming 

from a confrontation between a yeoman farmer and a peasant’s handiwork.  This seemingly marginal 

issue of prying open a box juxtaposes a feudal regime of property that Clithero—whose parents “were 

the better sort of peasants” (37) as we have seen—represents and an Enlightenment regime that 

emphasizes possessive individualism conducive to capitalist social relations the seeds of which are 

contained within Brockden Brown’s exposition of property through Edgar and Kant’s own.51 Ultimately, 

the text privileges possessive individualism, as Clithero’s violent reaction to his box being opened 

suggests: “Clithero had been here, had discovered the violence which had been committed on his 

50 David Kazanjian, “Biloquial Nation: Charles Brockden Brown’s National Culture,” in The Colonizing Trick: National 
Culture and Imperial Citizenship in Early America, U of Minnesota P (Minneapolis: 2003), 139-172.  For another 
surprising juxtaposition of the American novelist and the German philosopher, see Bruce Burgett, “Masochism and 
Male Sentimentalism: Charles Brockden Brown’s Clara Howard,” Arizona Quarterly: A Journal of American 
Literature, Culture , and Theory, 52.1 (1996), 1-25, especially his claim that “[w]hile Brown’s investigations of the 
paradox generated by Clara’s republicanism are influenced directly by Godwin, they resonate perhaps even more 
fully with those of Godwin’s contemporary, Immanuel Kant” (8). 
51 Though I lack the space to do justice to Kant’s philosophy of property’s relationship to capitalism, I would note 
that he stands at the end of a tradition of what C.B. MacPherson would call possessive individualism, continuing a 
trajectory leading from Hobbes through Locke and Rousseau which takes as axiomatic one’s property in one’s 
person and attendant ability to alienate it through labor, a fundamental precondition of capitalist social relations— 
especially wage labor.  For far more substantial accounts of both Kant’s philosophy and its underlying political 
economy, see Harold B. Jones, Jr., “Immanuel Kant, Free Market Capitalist,” Journal of Interdisciplinary Studies 
16.1/2 (2004), 65-79 and B. Sharon Byrd and Joachim Hruschka, “The Natural Law Duty to Recognize Private 
Property Ownership: Kant’s Theory of Property in His Doctrine of Right,” University of Toronto Law Journal 56.2 
(2006), 217-282. 
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property, and, in the first transport of his indignation, had shattered it to pieces” (120).52 Furthermore, 

this vector towards capitalist social relations via property right takes place not in urban centers of 

economic development, but against the backdrop of a community of yeoman farmers not unlike that 

which Jefferson envisions.  The neighborhood stands as “for the most part, a patriarchal one. Each 

farmer was surrounded by his sons and kinsmen” (14). Thus, Brown suggests in this scene that the 

yeoman ideal and its confrontation with the realities of Old World social institutions are active agents in 

a transition between feudalism and capitalism, staging a nearly direct confrontation between the two in 

which the latter emerges victorious.  Unlike contemporary political economists in the vein of Jefferson 

and Crevecoeur who espouse an autochthonous concept of property in which possession (in particular 

the freehold) serves as the bedrock of American political economy, Brockden Brown shows how a more 

Kantian (and capitalist) conception of property emerges in and through the agrarian yeoman republic 

when supplemented by Old World modes of property ushered in by a European peasant, a figure 

antithetical to contemporary theorizations of the yeoman republic.  

SPECULATIVE FARMERS: WEYMOUTH, COMPETENCE, AND THE WORLD MARKET 

While Clithero’s box places Old World notions of property (as well as the residue of feudal 

servitude) at the heart of the yeoman republic and its transition to a capitalist regime of property, the 

mysterious—both narratively and aesthetically-arrival of Weymouth supplements Brown’s yeoman 

52 I am not the first to argue for Huntly registering a fundamental shift in the nature of property as such.  For a 
precedent, see Elizabeth Jane Wall Hinds, “Charles Brockden Brown’s Revenge Tragedy: ‘Edgar Huntly’ and the 
Uses of Property,” Early American Literature 30.1 (1995), 51-70.  In this piece, Hinds places Huntly at the nexus of a 
transformation from Old World to New World notions of property: “Brown places Edgar Huntly, therefore, at the 
heart of this dilemma, longing for a position within a pseudo-feudal order and able only to seek revenge for his lost 
opportunity.  In a culture still habituated to an economy based in visible, ‘real’ property, the value of which could 
be more appropriately be inherited as ‘made,’ Edgar casts his lot with a habitual but disappearing ‘myth of 
civilization’” (53).  While right to point to the importance of a “pseudo-feudal” order to any understanding of 
property in the novel, she claims that Edgar is trapped within and beholden to these Old World social relations, a 
reading to which this juxtaposition of Brown and Kant gives the lie; Clithero—not Edgar—is the feudal subject in 
the text which Edgar, as the narrator, must mediate.  Furthermore, by casting the novel as “a drama of backlash 
against this new order” (ibid.) she fails to see how Brown and Huntly work to theorize the origins of United States 
capitalist political economy rather than see them as forces intruding from without. 
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community with an intimate connection to both the (Atlantic) world market and wage labor: Two things 

both Jefferson’s and Crevecoeur’s political economies eschew.  In yet another scene that critics tend to 

neglect, Brown again presents a tale within a tale that registers shifting economic and political dynamics 

in the United States.  If the conundrum surrounding Clithero’s box registers shifting attitudes about the 

nature of property and the feudal kernel that subtends it, the subsequent scene concerning Waldegrave 

and his missing fortune registers the centrality of agrarian yeoman communities to the extension of the 

capitalist world market. While Clithero serves to place the logic of Old World institutions in the New, 

demonstrating their essential connection, the circumlocutory history of Waldegrave’s fortune serves to 

link the fate of Edgar Huntly’s narrative with the circuits of the capitalist world market in the Atlantic 

World.  The scene comes when a previously unheard of man named Weymouth comes to Edgar’s home 

in search of “money [which] consisted of deposits at the bank of North America” in the amount of “eight 

thousand dollars” (142) which Waldegrave supposedly possessed.  Again, the question of this 

inheritance takes place in Pennsylvania’s hinterlands, but connects this provincial community with 

capitalist development in a very material way.53 

Weymouth’s introduction serves to establish his connection both to Huntly’s Pennsylvania 

community and the larger Atlantic World.  Upon his announcement that he is in search of  something “in 

which [his] happiness is deeply concerned,” (141) he provides Edgar with his name to which he 

responds: “It was a name too closely connected with the image of thy brother, not to call up affecting 

and vivid recollections.  Weymouth thou knowest, was thy brother’s friend.  It is three years since this 

man left America, during which time no tidings had been heard of him, at least, by thy brother” (ibid.).  

Thus, far from a stranger, Weymouth, like Clithero before him, arrives already “closely connected” with 

the novel’s central mystery.  Unlike the Irish servant, however, Weymouth’s involvement stems not 

53 For a brief overview of inherited property’s shifting and contested status in a slightly later period, see Holly 
Jackson, “The Transformation of American Family Property in The House of the Seven Gables,” ESQ: A Journal of 
the American Renaissance 56.3 (2010), 269-92, esp. 271-4. 
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from his intrusion into this insular community with his Old World values, but rather hinges upon the 

“three years since [he] left America” about which Edgar and the whole community know nothing and 

which places him in the larger context of the transatlantic circulation of people and commodities; 

Jonathan Elmer goes so far as to say that Weymouth is “seemingly brought in solely for the purpose” of 

establishing “a world linked by trade and empire.”54 Underscoring this connection between himself and 

the action of the novel, Weymouth asserts of Waldegrave: “With his life, my own existence and property 

were, I have reason to think, inseparably united” (ibid.).  By presenting an inseparable union between 

“life,” “existence,” and “property,” he both asserts the seriousness of his visit and hints at a logic of 

property that places it as the sine qua non of life, one that contrasts sharply with Clithero’s Old World 

ideals of servitude and benevolence. 

The subsequent brief history that Weymouth presents to Edgar registers a mystery of 

accumulation that points toward an entirely different economy than that to which Clithero and Edgar 

subscribe.  Faced with Weymouth’s surprise at the size of Waldegrave’s fortune, Edgar offers a summary 

of the situation: “The property which Waldegrave left was much greater than his mode of life, and his 

own professions had given us reason to expect, but it was no more than sufficient to insure to thee an 

adequate subsistence” (142).  Waldegrave’s fortune presents both Weymouth and Edgar with an 

example of value seemingly emerging out of nowhere.  Clearly, both of them assume that one’s 

“property” should be equivalent to one’s “mode of life” and “professions,” but such is not the case in 

this instance.  After all, Weymouth asserts, “when we parted, he was poor” (ibid.).  If Clithero’s story 

demonstrates the Old World influences that continue to color the democratic American experience, 

Waldegrave’s history points to a nascent capitalist conception of value by which fortune becomes 

delinked from the base accounting of “mode of life” and “professions.” 

54 Elmer, On Lingering and Being Last, 157. 
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Moreover, it seems anathema to the dead man’s character to amass so much capital. Assuming 

his late friend must have changed his “professions” in order to accumulate so much, Weymouth explains 

his station at their parting: 

He used to lament that his scrupulous integrity precluded him from all the common roads to 

wealth.  He did not contemn riches, but he set the highest value upon competence.  His religious 

duty compelled him to seek his livelihood by teaching a school of blacks.  The labour was 

disproportioned to his feeble constitution, and the profit was greatly disproportioned to the 

labour (142-3). 

Offering an overview of Waldegrave’s worldview, Weymouth presents him as a man whose values 

accord quite well with an eighteenth-century yeoman republic.  Rather than the cold, calculating logic of 

profit, the unnamed “common roads to wealth,” he allows “scrupulous integrity” and “religious duty” to 

dictate his economic pursuits.  Furthermore, Waldegrave’s benevolent efforts “teaching a school of 

blacks” barely allows him to attain the value of a “competence,” as “the profit” is not commensurate 

with “the labour.”  According to both Edgar and Weymouth, presumably even employing the “common 

roads to wealth,” labor is the source of wealth which can only return the value that it puts forth; any 

additional surplus is inexplicable.55 

Edgar, too, seems befuddled by the source of Waldegrave’s fortune.  In response to his 

interlocutor’s query as to whether or not their friend held some secret occupation (“Could he blend any 

more lucrative pursuit with his duty as a school-master?”), he assumes that nothing else can possibly be 

the case: “So it seems” (ibid.).  Explaining his attempt to ascertain the origin of this fortune, Edgar 

continues: 

55 In fact, Weymouth assumes that Waldegrave had to have changed his worldview in order to amass such wealth: 
“I rejoice to find that his scruples had somewhat relaxed their force, and that he had betaken himself to some 
more profitable occupation” (143).  Edgar’s response, however, assures him that he is incorrect: “his scruples 
continued as rigid, in this respect, as ever.  He was teacher of the Negro free-school when he died” (ibid.). 

https://inexplicable.55
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I was not only unapprised of any other employment of his time, but had not the slightest 

suspicion of his possessing any property beside his clothes and books.  Ransacking his papers, 

with a different view, I lighted on his bank-book, in which was a regular receipt for seven 

thousand five hundred dollars. By what means he acquired this money, and even the 

acquisition of it, till his death put us in possession of his papers, was wholly unknown to us 

(ibid.) 

What Edgar lacks in this scene is any sense of alienable, real, or inherited property that is not at bottom 

embodied labor. In contrast to Clithero’s box and Waldegrave’s bare necessities of “clothes and 

books”—which Huntly certainly understands as we have already seen—this wealth takes the form of “a 

regular receipt,” a piece of paper with no material connection to its owner’s “employment.” What 

Waldegrave’s “bank-book” registers is not only a fortune, but a mode of property “wholly unknown to 

us.” His curious fortune signals towards the emergence of a capitalist market economy within the 

yeoman republic that Brown presents and the ideals of “competence” and character (“scrupulous 

integrity”) that subtend it. 

Weymouth’s own history serves to strengthen this connection between Edgar’s Norwalk farming 

community, capitalism, and the world market.  First of all, Weymouth and his story introduce an entirely 

new social type into the American scene: the wage laborer.  Implicitly distancing himself for the brand of 

servitude for which Clithero stands and—to some extent—works to perpetuate, he begins his history: 

“Three years ago I was, like Waldegrave, indigent, and earned my bread by daily labour. During seven 

years service in a public office, I saved, from the expenses of subsistence, a few hundred dollars. I 

determined to strike into a new path, and, with this sum, to lay that foundation of a better fortune” 

(144).  While Waldegrave contents himself with a competence and ostensibly is only interested in 

covering the “expenses of subsistence,” Weymouth stands for an entirely new mode of accumulation 
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consistent with a capitalist market economy.56 In his world, one need not be contend with a life of 

“daily labour” and bare “subsistence,” but through taking up a new occupation—which, importantly, 

requires an original capital in the form of savings—the possibility of social mobility and an increase of 

“fortune” beyond that which would be commensurate to one’s “daily labour.” If Waldegrave stands for 

an Early Republican dream of competence and virtue in the vein of Jefferson and Crevecoeur, 

Weymouth’s presence demonstrates the capitalist kernel at the heart of that very project. 

Additionally, this capitalist kernel develops not purely within the agrarian community from 

which it springs, but links up this community of competent farmers with a picaresque journey 

throughout the Atlantic World market.  Weymouth’s accumulative process leads him to trace several 

circuits in the speculative market economy.  Of his original sum, he continues: 

I turned it into a bulky commodity, freighted and loaded a small vessel, and went with it to 

Barcelona in Spain.  I was not unsuccessful in my projects, and, changing my abode to England, 

France, and Germany, according as my interest required, I became finally possessed of sufficient 

for the supply of all my wants.  I then resolved to return to my native country, and, laying out 

my money in land, to spend the rest of my days in the luxury and quiet of an opulent farmer. 

For this end I invested the greatest part of my property in a cargo of wine from Madeira. The 

remainder I turned into a bill of exchange for seven thousand five hundred dollars (ibid.). 

In this passage, Weymouth presents a capitalist means through which he attempts to realize a 

supposedly anti-capitalist yeoman ideal not unlike British merchants who aspired to become landed 

56 This is not to assert that competence and profit-seeking were not more compatible in the period (though they 
seem to be so in Brown’s narrative schema, perhaps to make his critique of yeoman political economy more 
forceful).  For an excellent overview of competence as it functioned in the period and its implications with both 
profit-seeking and capitalist markets, see Daniel Vickers, “Competency and Competition: Economic Culture in Early 
America,” The William and Mary Quarterly, 47.1 (1990), pp. 3-29.  He is, however, quick to note that this ideal in 
many ways accelerated capitalist economic development and entrenched its ideals, going so far as to compare it to 
primitive accumulation in England in somewhat Brownian fashion: “By pursuing comfortable independence for 
their families they were, of course, aiding in the process of primitive accumulation that would one day undermine 
household production” (28). 

https://economy.56
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gentry or Boston mercantile elites who stove to achieve aristocratic dignity by owning and cultivating 

vast rural estates.57 Following his “interest” across Europe engaged in various (presumably speculative) 

“projects,” whereby he turns money into a “bulky commodity” and back into money ad infinitum from 

“Barcelona” to “Germany,” Weymouth completes a circuit of exchange through which—without 

production—he is able to greatly increase the value of his initial investment, sufficiently valorizing it 

such that he can return to the United States and finally attain his competence as “an opulent farmer.”58 

It seems he cannot help but attempt to combine his capitalist spirit with a comfortable life of farming, 

resolving to increase his property’s value further by investing it in “wine from Madeira,” leaving the 

remainder with his friend Waldegrave (ibid.).  Through this picaresque wandering, Brockden Brown 

implies that not only is this yeoman republic intimately connected with the world market, but also that 

its connection is inherent in that community itself, impossible to extricate the two from one another.59 

Unlike Christopher Clark and other historians who locate agriculture at the fringes of American 

capitalism, Brown moves it to the center of American, properly capitalist, political economy.60 

57 On the parallels between British and American elites vis-à-vis landed estates, see Tamara Plakins Thornton, 
Cultivating Gentlemen: The Meaning of Country Life Among the Boston Elite, 1785-1860, Yale UP (New Haven: 
1989). 
58 Recall, in this way, how he resembles the Irish merchant Annesley of “Sky-Walk” who seeks to return to his 
native land and support his family on a tract of land he purchases.  However, the retelling of this story in Edgar 
Huntly importantly injects the United States into the circuit of exchange, thus diagnosing the complicity of 
capitalist praxis with the yeoman ideal in a far more explicit manner than its predecessor. 
59 In this way, Brockden Brown extends the logic of what Cathy N. Davidson famously names the American 
picaresque, a popular genre in the 1790s of which she writes: “The loosest of narrative forms, the picaresque 
conveniently allows a central character…to wander the margins of an emerging American landscape, to survey it in 
all its incipient diversity, to sound out its different constituents from the most lowly, uneducated yeoman to those 
of high birth and great learning” in Revolution and the Word: The Rise of the Novel in America, Oxford UP (Oxford: 
2004), 234.  Brown does not confine himself to the newly formed American polis, but, especially in Weymouth’s 
subsequent wanderings amongst the likes of Portuguese monks and French gentlemen which I lack the space to 
treat in any depth, traverses the Atlantic World in capitalist circuits of exchange.  While Davidson’s picaresque 
limits itself to representing a variegated polis, Brown’s allows him to identify the influence that the world market 
exerts on that polis. 
60 For a characteristic example, see Clark’s “The Agrarian Context of American Capitalist Development,” in 
Capitalism Takes Command: The Social Transformation of Nineteenth-Century America, ed. Michael Zakim & Gary 
Kornblith, pp. 13-38.  In this sweeping overview of pre-1920s American agriculture, he acknowledges many of the 
ways in which capitalism and agriculture were complementary, but frequently makes farmers, and agricultural 
production more generally, secondary to developments in capitalist market technology.  In Naomi R. Lamoreaux’s 
words, Clark and others like him argue that rural attitudes evince an ambivalence, if not an unease, about capitalist 

https://economy.60
https://another.59
https://estates.57
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Not only does Weymouth’s picaresque narrative place the world market at the heart of the 

yeoman community, but his return to the United States further underscores the contradiction between 

the world market and ideals such as Jefferson's and Crevecoeur’s. In sharp contrast to his mercantile 

success in Europe, Weymouth’s attempt to reconcile this capitalist accumulation with his yeoman ideals 

bears witness to the difficulties—if not the impossibility—of so doing.  Set up to return to a life of 

farming in the United State, his journey meets an unfortunate fate: “We were overtaken by a storm, my 

vessel was driven ashore on the coast of Portugal, my cargo was utterly lost, and the greater part of the 

crew and passengers were drowned” (ibid.).61 Thus losing the vast majority of his property, he 

encounters directly the contingency and danger of the capitalist (Atlantic) world market.  Precisely the 

means through which he obtained his fortune—alienable, abstractable property in the sphere of 

circulation—becomes those through which he loses everything.  After yet more picaresque wandering 

throughout the Atlantic world, he eventually finds a way home much less desirable than with a large 

cargo of wine: “I was destitute of all property, and relied, for the payment of the debts which I was 

obliged to contract, as well as for my future subsistence, on my remittance to Waldegrave” (145).62 

Weymouth’s misfortune implies an inability to reconcile capitalist economy with a yeoman republic 

attitudes which only adapt to capitalism under the force of external “pressures” (439).  Beyond both of these 
accounts, however, Edgar Huntly shows neither that yeoman farmers are passive victims of capitalist expansion 
nor that they share the concerns indistinguishable from those of urban merchants, but rather that Atlantic World 
commerce and European social institutions supplement (in the Derridean sense of the term) the yeoman project to 
produce a liberal capitalist milieu. 
61 Recently, Jonathan Levy has demonstrated that maritime accidents spurned the development of “new financial 
institutions, markets, and forms of wealth….  These included insurance policies, savings accounts, government 
debt markets, mortgage-backed securities markets, bond markets, futures markets, and stock markets” (4) which 
in turn worked to entrench capitalist economics and liberal subjectivity in the nineteenth-century United States. 
See, his Freaks of Fortune: The Emerging World of Capitalism and Risk in America, Harvard UP (Cambridge: 2014). 
By placing this act of God at the heart of Weymouth’s Atlantic World narrative, Brown, in addition to drawing upon 
his own involvement in mercantile dealings, further underscores the connections between yeoman communities 
and the vicissitudes of capitalist markets. 
62 While his story is clearly more invested in capital accumulation than Clithero’s, Weymouth’s post-shipwreck 
meanderings also invoke the specter of Old World feudalism.  In what he calls the “imprisonment of a Portuguese 
monastery,” the unwilling adventurer recounts of the monks: “They neglected to execute the orders which they 
had received, respecting my lodging and provisions, and from them, as well as from the peasants, who were sure 
to be informed that I was an heretic, I suffered every species of insult and injury” (147). 

https://ibid.).61
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precisely because the former is always already present in the latter. Beginning as a wage laborer, he 

finishes in the United States again “destitute of all property” with the proletarian position of having 

nothing to sell but his labor after he fails to recover the money he left to Waldegrave.63 Such it seems is 

inherent in any attempt to solder capitalism to the competent farmer; as Edgar laments in such an 

economy “wealth…is missed much oftener than found” (154). 

Through this ostensibly irrelevant exchange between Weymouth and Edgar, Brown is able to 

demonstrate the inherent connection between the capitalist world market and United States white 

settler agrarianism.  In this way, and as with the story of Clithero, he makes the yeoman republic (and 

the United States more generally) inseparable from transatlantic political and economic forces and 

prefigures the Marx of the Grundrisse. Of systems like Weymouth’s Atlantic world, Marx writes: 

The tendency to create the world market is directly given in the concept of capital itself.  Every 

limit appears as a barrier to be overcome.  Initially, to subjugate every moment of production 

itself to exchange and to suspend the production of direct use values not entering into 

exchange, i.e. precisely to posit production based on capital in place of earlier modes of 

production with appear primitive from its standpoint. Commerce no longer appears here as a 

function taking place between independent productions for the exchange of their excess, but 

rather as an essentially all-embracing presupposition and moment of production itself.64 

Far from being peripheral, the Weymouth episode allows Brown to posit just such a “Commerce,” which, 

inseparable from “every moment of production,” whether in the Pennsylvania hinterland or a European 

63 In Philadelphia in search of his missing fortune he encounters yet another undesirable symptom of capitalist 
economy: “Before I left the city, I though it proper to apply to the merchant on whom my bill had been drawn.  If 
this bill had been presented and paid, he had doubtless preserved some record of it, and hence a clue might be 
afforded, though every other expedient should fail.  My usual ill fortune pursued me upon this occasion, for the 
merchant had lately become insolvent, and, to avoid the rage of his creditors, had fled, without leaving any vestige 
of this or similar transactions behind him.  He had, some years since, been an adventurer from Holland, and was 
suspected to have returned thither” (149). The circuits of exchange ranging from Philadelphia and “Holland” allow 
the insolvent merchant to avoid the scorn of his creditors, leaving Weymouth effectively penniless. 
64 Karl Marx, Grundrisse, Trans. Martin Nicolaus, Penguin Books (New York: 1973), 408. 

https://itself.64
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city, in fact requires it as an “all-embracing presupposition.” It is impossible for Edgar’s community to 

remain separate from this capitalizing spirit because it represents merely a “barrier to be overcome” 

from the standpoint of men like Weymouth who aspire to valorize their fortunes and for whom farming 

and the like “appear primitive.” Furthermore, Edgar Huntly demonstrates the impossibility of 

Weymouth’s return as he envisioned it given his venture’s inherent “tendency to create the world 

market” destined to supersede earlier modes of production and install capitalism on an ever-expanding 

scale at the levels of circulation and production.65 Jefferson himself as a statesman seemed to glean this 

through the Louisiana Purchase, which became “critical to U.S. trade and economic development” as 

well as offering “near-mystical powers of national regeneration.”66 

Thus, in much the same way that Clithero’s tearful confession of guilt serves to plant the seeds 

of feudalism at the foundation of the yeoman republic, Weymouth’s meanderings and subsequent 

economic (mis)fortunes connect Edgar’s farming community to Atlantic World circuits of exchange and 

their emerging market capitalism.  These two seemingly marginal episodes in Edgar Huntly serve to 

undermine visions of the fledgling United States—like Jefferson’s and Crevecoeur’s respective republics 

of farmers—and draw attention to both the Old World, feudal institutions and transatlantic capitalist 

forces they inherently contain.  Such a general view of the United States’ position within broader circuits 

of political and economic change helps to provide an explanation for the presence and extension of 

wage labor in the early republic and places the nation squarely within the history of capitalism’s 

supercession of feudalism on the world stage.  While Clithero and Waldegrave’s stories serve to 

underscore these connections separately, the novel’s ending episode concerning the former’s ultimate 

65 For a more concrete account of the necessary connection between American agriculture and global capitalism, 
see Sven Beckert, Empire of Cotton: A Global History, Vintage (New York: 2015), in which he deploys a world 
systems theory approach to demonstrate the fundamental connections between slavery, capital, and the world 
market through cotton’s commodity history.  Brown, though, is closer to Marx in approach in so far as his novel 
demonstrates how market capitalism is necessarily posited in the moment of yeoman agriculture, his project more 
of an attempt at explanation than description. 
66 Levine, Dislocating Race and Nation, 27. 
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fate combines the two to link white settler colonialism in the United States with the attendant rise of 

capitalist social relations. 

SUSTAINING WAGE LABOR: CLITHERO’S CAPTURE AND EDGAR HUNTLY’S POLITICAL ECONOMY 

Thus far we have seen how Brockden Brown undermines and supplements yeoman ideals with 

Old World servitude and Atlantic World capitalism, the novel’s conclusion suggests their combination— 

again in the hinterland so valued by eighteenth-century American political economy—works to create a 

class of landless wage laborers in yet another one of the novel’s understudied moments.  The 

Weymouth episode directly precedes Edgar’s far more famous and remarked upon adventures across 

the Pennsylvania wilderness.  For the second half of the novel, the protagonist finds himself held captive 

by Indians, saving an innocent white girl from their presumed brutality, and slaying at least five crudely 

portrayed Indian caricatures before his ultimate return to his home, registering the inherent violence of 

the white settler colonial project upon which any United States political economy depends.67 Finally 

returning to the novel’s original impetus—the mystery of Waldegrave’s murder—we anticlimactically 

learn that the culprit is not a member of the farming community at all, but rather an Indian “ruffian” 

whose aim “to attack the first human being whom he should meet” (281) precipitates Waldegrave’s 

violent end.  He was ordered, we are told, by an old Indian woman, Deb or Queen Mab, who serves as 

the ultimate author of the novel’s Indian violence.  It is against this backdrop that the novel’s political 

economic lesson comes into view. 

Concluding with three letters exchanged between Edgar and Mrs. Lorimer’s fiancée, and his 

friend, Sarsefield, the novel supplements Edgar’s lengthy epistle with details that establish intimate 

connections between white settler colonialism, the Atlantic world market, and wage labor that were 

merely implicit in Clithero’s and Weymouth’s respective tales.  In the first of the three letters, Edgar 

67 For the most sustained analysis of the intimate connection between white settlement and violence in the novel, 
see Luck, “Walking the Property,” in The Body of Property. 
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warns Sarsefield that “Clithero is alive, is apprised of your wife’s arrival and abode in New-York, and has 

set out with mysterious intentions to visit her” (283), implying that his former patroness (whom he 

failed to murder after all) is in immediate danger and suggesting that the feudal regime for which 

Clithero stands continues to haunt the narrative’s conclusion.  In ways only implied by his original 

confession, however, Clithero has started to adopt an ideology in accordance with a capitalist present.  

Inglefield informs Edgar that Clithero has come to occupy Deb’s hut in the wake of her arrest; “the new 

tenant was my servant” (284).  No longer a servant, however, Edgar imagines that he has taken up the 

subsistence farming that Edgar and Weymouth practice, joining the ranks of independent agrarians and 

(at least nominally) relinquishing his former servitude. 

Clithero’s current position gives the lie to any such salutary ending in which Indians have been 

displaced to extend a republic of independent, land-owning farmers that tames even the most savage 

among the American polis.  His situation at Deb’s hut bespeaks anything but political and economic 

independence: 

Deb’s hut…is his lodging and his place of retirement, but food and cloathing he procures by 

laboring on a neighbouring farm.  This farm is next to that of Beddington, who consequently 

knows something of his present situation.   I find little or no difference in his present 

deportment….  He dines at his employer’s table, but his supper, which is nothing but rye-bread, 

he carries home with him, and at all those times when disengaged from employment, he 

secludes himself in his hut, or wanders nobody knows whither (285). 

Despite acting out a settler colonial fantasy of Indian displacement and expanding the frontier of 

civilized society by occupying “Deb’s hut,” Clithero cannot appropriate the land he lives on, but must 

rather “labour[] on a neighbouring farm,” casting him—like Weymouth before him—in the position of a 

wage laborer with nothing to sell but his own labor power. This situation is more extreme though, as it 

totally ostracizes him from the farming community, living a life alienated from his “employer[]” and 
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“employment” in seclusion outside of any sociality.  Thus, this arrangement suggests again that a 

confrontation between Old World social institutions and the yeoman republic produces conditions 

conducive to—if not the sine qua non of—capitalist economy, here wage labor. 

The response that Sarsefield relays to Edgar, the novel’s final letter, prefigures a regime of 

institutional control necessary—at least according to Marx—for the maintenance of capitalist social 

relations and the expansion of the world market.68 Clithero has resolved to relinquish his solitary life 

laboring for a wage and confront Mrs. Lorimer in New York.  Sarsefield and Edgar, however, determine 

to prevent the meeting: “Clithero is a madman whose liberty is dangerous, and who requires to be 

fettered and imprisoned as the most atrocious criminal” (291).  Framing the dire situation in this way, 

Sarsefield references, and flirts with conflating, new discourses of insanity and criminality to justify 

Clithero’s detainment in “a place of confinement for lunatics” (292) to which Sarsefield intends to escort 

him.  Moreover, this act of institutionalization necessitates an exercise of force: “It was easy for him to 

outreason his antagonist, and nothing but force could subdue his opposition.  On me devolved the 

province of his jailor and his tyrant…” (293).  Saresfield—like Weymouth a representative of and 

participant in the Atlantic world market69—takes up the position of social control underwritten by 

68 In Capital’s section on “So-Called Primitive Accumulation,” Marx diagnoses a concurrent rise of a class of wage 
laborers and institutions of social control: “The proletariat created by the breaking-up of the bands of feudal 
retainers and by the forcible expropriation of the people from the soil, this free and rightless proletariat could not 
possibly be absorbed by the nascent manufactures as fast as it was thrown upon the world.  On the other hand, 
these men, suddenly dragged from their accustomed mode of life, could not immediately adapt themselves to the 
discipline of their new condition. They were turned in massive quantitites into beggars, robbers and vagabonds, 
partly from inclination, in most cases under the force of circumstances. … The fathers of the present working class 
were chastised for their enforced transformation into vagabonds and paupers.  Legislation treated them as 
‘voluntary’ criminals, and assumed that it was entirely within their powers to go on working under the old 
conditions which in fact no longer existed,” Capital: A Critique of Political Economy, Vol, 1, Trans. Ben Fowkes, 
Penguin (London: 1990), 896.  Just as Marx asserts that a state apparatus (“legislation”) is necessary for the 
regulation and discipline of newly-created social types (“beggars, robbers and vagabonds”), Brown suggests 
through the novel’s conclusion that an unregulated wage laborer must too be subject to state institutional control, 
in this case Clithero and the Pennsylvania asylum. 
69 For the most extensive treatment of Sarsefield’s role in this capacity as agent of a British imperialism whose 
effects resonate in the rural American experience, see Eric A. Goldman, “The ‘Black Hole of Calcutta’ in Charles 
Brockden Brown’s America: American Exceptionalism and Edgar Huntly,” Early American Literature 43.3 (2008): 
557-579. 
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“force” in response, at least in part, to Clithero’s refusal of his position as wage laborer.70 In a final act 

of defiance, Clithero throws himself overboard the ship he and Sarsefield are taking back to 

Philadelphia, suggesting that wage labor and institutionalization are the only options available to him at 

the end of the novel.  Finally, a conjunction of Old World feudalism, the yeoman republic, and the 

Atlantic world market produces a regime in which wage labor seems the only available option, 

demonstrating that in Brown’s version of political economy, the interplay of these forces works to usher 

in a new mode of production grounded in wage labor and capital accumulation, a transition inherently 

prefigured by and contained within the yeoman republic ideal. 

Each of these scenes points to an Edgar Huntley concerned not merely with issues pertaining to 

the individual subject or the American frontier, but the development of capitalism in the Atlantic World 

writ large.  Unlike Jefferson and Crevecoeur (among others) who place agrarian pursuits in direct 

antithesis to European servitude in both its feudal and capitalist variants, Brockden Brown thus posits 

the centrality of agriculture to capitalist development, not an agriculture that serves to palliate its ills or 

stand in opposition to it through its intimate connection to both of the former.  In this way, he creates 

an allegory of what Marx calls primitive accumulation, the processes whereby capitalism supplants 

feudalism as the dominant mode of production, installing a regime of private property, possessive 

individualism, and wage labor. However, this is a peculiarly American version in which farming stands 

not in opposition to or as merely a moment in capitalism’s development (as in Marx’ account), but as 

the primary stage upon which its dominance is guaranteed. This relationship between hierarchical, rank 

70 For an excellent overview of the development of prison reform and the development of asylums in the 
antebellum period, see Steven Mintz, Moralists and Modernizers: America’s Pre-Civil War Reformers (Baltimore: 
Johns Hopkins UP, 1995), especially his central claim that reform movements acted neither as a purely progressive 
force nor solely a mechanism of social control, but rather register “a period of growing laissez-faire, when attitudes 
toward labor, individual responsibility, and property were undergoing momentous changes” (xviii).  Brown, it 
would seem, would suggest in Edgar Huntly that these institutions take the position both of social control and a 
means of suppressing Old World influence in the new republic, but also work towards ushering in just such a 
“period of growing laissez-faire.” 

https://laborer.70
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ordered social relations and democratic capitalist ones is one to which antebellum fiction will continually 

return, evoking, as with Clithero, the spectres of Old World political economy and its feudal association 

to think the origin of the capitalist present.  Perhaps no figure in the American canon is able to diagnose 

as critically—or defend as vigorously—the role of an aristocracy in determining antebellum political 

economy as James Fenimore Cooper. 
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Chapter 2: Dialectical Democracy: Cooper’s Littlepage Trilogy and the Supersession of 

Liberalism 

The majority of the January 4, 1845 issue of the Workingman’s Advocate deals with 

rather predictable political issues given the publication’s title: relief for the poor, hard money, 

and other issues related to “the greatest movement of the age,” the struggle for the rights and 

dignity of working people.1 Surprisingly, however, a substantial piece in the issue is dedicated 

to covering not these issues associated with industrial capitalism and the class struggle its 

ascendance initiates, but rather the decidedly rural Anti-Rent Wars ongoing in upstate New 

York.  Of this conflict, the newspaper’s coverage opens: 

Verily, I could hardly believe my senses, when I read in the papers, that troops had gone 

from Albany and from this City, companies of foreigners, too, to take part in a civil war 

in defense of feudalism; but so it is. An Irish company, the ‘Emmett Guards,’ has been 

sent from Albany, and a German company from this city, to arrest and convey to jail 

American citizens, whose crime is opposition to Land Monopoly, which has driven 

millions of foreigners from their native homes.2 

This anonymous nativist author here points to several fundamental issues concerning the 

development of capitalism both at home and abroad.  On the one hand, he notes that a 

populist “opposition to Land Monopoly” works to drive “feudalism” from the United States, 

effectively championing the breaking up of older, hierarchical social relations in favor of more 

authentically American ones. On the other, the author acknowledges the expropriation and 

1 “Other 1 – No Title,” Workingman’s Advocate, Jan 4, 1845 (41), American Periodicals Series 
2 “The Anti-Rent War.: THE ANTI-RENT TROUBLES,” Workingman’s Advocate, Jan 4, 1845 (41), American Periodicals 
Series. 
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subsequent creation of laboring class from expropriation by indicating that “Land Monopoly,” in 

fact has displaced “millions of foreigners,” implicitly the very same “Irish” and “German” 

nationals suppressing this righteous uprising against “an intolerable relic of monarchy.”3 

Importantly, for this author, this rural foment is not just a struggle with which working 

people can empathize, but one which represents a constituent element of working class 

oppression. Continuing their commentary, the author notes these companies work against 

their own best interests, that 

it is hardly probable that the young men who compose our uniform companies, many of 

whom are mechanics, and who one day will have families, and pay rents, will lend 

themselves to uphold a principle that will increase rents, cause boys in the country to be 

put to mechanical trades in the villages, and when they are out of their time drive them 

to the cities to reduce wages.4 

This warning against the pro-rent cause charts a transition that leads from “boys in the country” 

to wage laborers in the city. According to its logic, the inherent tendency of rents to increase 

will gradually lead to men taking up “mechanical trades in the villages” rather than agricultural 

labor in the countryside. Finally, the intermediate term of tradesman eventually and inevitably 

leads to urban wage labor an increase in availability of which will in turn “reduce wages,” 

affecting current and future proletarians alike. All of this critique turns on the creation of a 

cohesive class of wage laborers after an originary expropriation in the form of rent. This 

critique of upstate landlords and the rent relation supports Christopher Clark’s insight that 

3 Ibid. 
4 Ibid. 
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“agriculture shaped American capitalism through the character of its labor force.”5 The 

Workingman’s Advocate thus foreshadows a transition from rural agrarian labor to urban wage 

labor which a radical labor politics much work to combat.6 

This speculative history in which rural agriculture, aristocratic estates, Anti-Rent 

struggle, and wage labor are intimately connected in a socio-economic structure perhaps 

surprisingly forms the cornerstone of a much more conservative account of anti-rentism: James 

Fenimore Cooper’s history of the movement in his Littlepage trilogy.7 Across the series’ three 

novels, Satanstoe, The Chainbearer, and The Redskins, Cooper repeatedly returns to the 

political and economic underpinnings of upstate New York’s social structure through narratives 

of three generations of the pseudo-aristocratic Littlepage family, proprietors of a rather ample 

estate named Ravensnest.  In each of the novels, the Littlepage protagonist encounters a 

distinct challenge to both the economic foundation of their authority and the version of 

democratic politics that perpetuates it, leading from Indian violence and Yankee greed in 

Satanstoe to wage labor and anti-rentism in The Redskins. In so doing, Cooper presents a 

dialectic of aristocratic and democratic politics that turns on the issue of capitalist 

development. In this interplay, the latter always serves to spur capitalist development despite 

5 “The Agrarian Context of American Capitalist Development,” in Capitalism Takes Command ed. Michael Zakim 
and Gary J. Kornblith, pp.13-27, 25. 
6 This is not to say, however, that the aims of the movement the Advocate represents in any way a critique of wage 
labor or capitalism more generally. In fact, the author notes further on that “[a]ll this Land Monopoly will do, and 
if our uniform companies lend themselves to the support of this accursed principle, which has desolated Europe,” 
placing “Land Monopoly” squarely within the framework of Old World feudalism, which United States capitalism 
much work to eradicate from the New. 
7 For the converse, the anti-rent view of Cooper and his novel trilogy, see Roger Hecht, “Cooper Reviewed in the 
Anti-Rent Press,” James Fenimore Cooper Society Newsletter, 21.1 (2010). 
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the former’s resistance in the name of a series of ideological guises, which ultimately falter in 

the face of a seemingly irresistible movement towards liberal capitalist democracy.8 

In this chapter, I show how anti-rentism and its history illuminate the continuing 

influence of Old World ideals on American political economy, a phenomenon to which Cooper 

and his trilogy are attuned.  Through three generations of the Littlepage family, the novelist 

demonstrates what the Workingman’s Advocate implies: the fate of American capitalism and 

the democratic politics that accompany it are tied intimately to Old World institutions. White 

settlement structured around benevolence and deference contains a speculative capitalist 

kernel in Satanstoe. Two visions of democracy—one subtended by title and an aristocratic 

gentry and another by the appropriation of white settlers—dialectically resolve in capital 

accumulation and the potential for wage labor in The Chainbearer. The wage laborer in turn 

becomes the lynchpin of political discourse in The Redskins which an aristocratic endorsement 

of liberal contractualism somewhat unwittingly advances in the direction of the 

8 By reading Cooper’s Littlepage as an instance in his oeuvre of dialectical thinking, I continue Alan Taylor’s reading 
of his late work in his masterful William Cooper’s Town: Power and Persuasion on the Frontier of the Early 
American Republic, Vintage Books (New York: 1995) in which he concludes that, against his earlier thinking in The 
Pioneers: “in Home as Found, published in 1838 and set in the Templeton of his own time, Cooper proposed a 
more complicated three-stage evolution.  Nostalgically upgrading his assessment of frontier life, he insisted that 
‘kind feeling and mutual interest’ prevailed in a settlement’s early years, when ‘life has much of the reckless gaiety, 
careless association and buoyant merriment of childhood.’ Alas, as a settlement grew in population and 
complexity, it regressed morally and social into a contentious and vulgar second stage, where ‘we see the struggles 
for place, the heart-burnings and jealousies of contending families, and the influence of mere money.’ Fortunately 
a town could mature into a third stage, where ‘men and things come within the control of more general and 
regular laws’ and society assumes the proper ‘division into castes that are more or less rigidly maintained,’ thereby 
minimizing competition as everyone keeps to his or her appropriate station” (426).  However, while Taylor charts a 
narrative that moves from a rough though harmonious beginning to a “vulgar second stage,” I chart in the 
Littlepage trilogy a consistent (though dialectical) movement towards liberalism and radical democratic capitalism 
that does not subscribe to the degradation and negative movement of the “second stage.” This approach to 
reading the novels corrects an overly-simplistic school of thinking about Cooper’s politics which emphasizes his 
increasing alienation from antebellum American society, painting him as a disgruntled pessimist rather than a 
theorist of political economy.  For examples of this school of criticism, see David Maldwyn Ellis, “The Coopers and 
New York State Landholding Systems,” New York History, 35.4 (1954), 412-422 and Robert H. Zoellner, “Fenimore 
Cooper: Alienated American,” American Quarterly, 13.1 (1961), 55-66. 
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industrialization and wage labor. When scholars have touched upon Cooper’s Littlepage trilogy, 

they tend to see it as a ham-handed attempt to justify an essentially indefensible (at least in 

America) gentry political position.  Most recently, Dana Nelson contends that it registers an 

increasing separation between Cooper’s elitism and the everyday practice of democracy.9 On 

the contrary, I contend that in the Littlepage trilogy Cooper yokes the two together, placing 

them in a dialectical relationship which ultimately produces not Nelson’s “commons 

democracy,” but rather a liberal capitalist order grounded in wage labor and contractual 

politics. 

COOPER’S DEMOCRAT: POLITICS, ECONOMY 

In order to more fully understand Cooper’s political thinking in the 1840s, it is helpful 

first to outline a brief history of the Anti-Rent War as it pertains to shifting political and 

economic conditions in upstate New York.  Broadly speaking, the conflict consisted in both legal 

and extralegal battles between farmer tenants of leasehold estates and their landlords over the 

legitimacy of their lease agreements. Through the combined efforts of both anti-rent 

organizations and the vigilante justice doled out by so-called anti-rent Injins against those 

employed to enforce the terms of leases favorable to the landlords, those involved in the 

movement fundamentally transformed social relations in upstate New York and ushered in a 

new era in United States capitalism. Most fundamentally, anti-rent activists lashed out against 

pseudo-aristocratic relationships grounded in “benevolence and deference” between landlord 

9 Commons Democracy: Reading the Politics of Participation in the Early United States, Fordham UP (New York: 
2016), 105-72. 
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and tenant.10 This resistance came not merely from respectable tenant farmers with a 

competence, but expanded to include “the landless” giving “courage and confidence to those 

who before were without hope,” indicating the same connection between (potential) wage 

laborers and the cause that the Workingman’s Advocate so stridently insists upon.11 

To further solder wage labor and the movement, historian Reeve Huston summarizes 

the effects of the movement’s relative success: 

Farmers in the leasehold district thus emerged from the Anti-Rent Wars as a yeoman 

class within a capitalist order. Postleasehold society was not a capitalist society, in 

which production was controlled by the owners of productive property and carried out 

by the waged labor of the propertyless. […] [T]he place of that society in the broader 

capitalist economy was now assured, and its inhabitants now offered no sustained 

challenge to the rules underlying that economy.12 

Huston’s analysis points to a fundamental shift in antebellum New York from an aristocratic 

social formation to one at least tangentially related to and fundamentally circumscribed by a 

“broader capitalist economy,” which does indeed produce through the proletarian “waged 

labor of the propertyless.” Thus, a movement whose overarching ideology came to include 

such radical reform propositions as agrarian utopianism and universal land ownership wound 

up tied to the industrial capitalist development of the antebellum North and effectively became 

one of the factors mediating between a hierarchal and pseudo-aristocratic society based on 

10 Reeve Huston, Land and Freedom: Rural Society, Popular Protest, and Party Politics in Antebellum New York, 
Oxford UP (Oxford: 2000), 18. The whole book offers an excellent and comprehensive overview of the history and 
outcomes of the whole Anti-Rent conflict. 
11 Ibid., 104; this quote comes from, as Huston has it, “[o]ne sympathetic observer from Delaware County.” 
12 Ibid. 205. 

https://economy.12
https://tenant.10
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honor, patronage, and deference and one constituted by “a capitalist order” that—at least as 

far as the “yeoman class” is concern—continued unchallenged.  Any anti-capitalist leanings of 

the original movement were assuaged by the Anti-Rent protestors’ newly-found landed 

independence. 

Cooper offers a critique the Anti-Rent wars and diagnoses their political and economic 

underpinnings, its historical backgrounds, and its potential futures in perhaps his most carefully 

crafted and sustained series of fiction, the Littlepage trilogy.  In so doing, he not only 

memorializes a dying upstate gentleman class, both in the vein of the would-be gentleman 

William Cooper and the grander and more influential patroons whose aristocratic proclivities 

James favored—as biographically would be quite predictable13—but sets in motion a dialectic 

between the Littlepage landlord protagonist and a series of more radical figures over the 

meaning and administration of democratic politics that works to theorize the transition 

between eighteenth-century aristocracy and serve as a kind of prime mover.  In this way, 

George Lukacs is certainly correct to assert, though not with the Littlepage trilogy in mind, that 

Cooper demonstrates that “[i]n America the contrast [between “the feudal system” and “rising 

capitalism”] was posed far more brutally and directly by history itself; the colonizing capitalism 

of France and England destroys physically and morally the gentile society of the Indians which 

had flourished…” and registers “the great contradictions of mankind’s journey of progress.”14 

What is so extraordinary about these three novels is their ability to pinpoint these “great 

contradictions” between aristocratic and democratic political economies (not, as Lukacs would 

13 Alan Taylor, for example, contends that Cooper’s artistic career took root only in reaction to a position in which 
he “was so impotent to preserve his cherished position as a landed gentleman” (406). 
14 The Historical Novel, Trans. Hannah and Stanley Mitchell, U of Nebraska P (Lincoln: 1983), 64-5. 
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say of the Leatherstocking tales, between pioneer and Indian tragedy) in ways far more 

complex than Cooper is able to in his own political thinking, most explicitly and articulately 

outlined in his treatise published in 1838 and quite appropriately titled The American 

Democrat. 

While rather wide-ranging, taking up rather unsystematically issues from African chattel 

slavery to freedom of the press, Cooper articulates a theory of democracy that somewhat 

paradoxically extols the virtues of an aristocracy, such as its cultivation of refined taste and a 

refuge from the cultural and political tyranny of a vulgar majority. Cooper’s democracy consists 

not in absolute equality (like Tocqueville’s), but rather the freedom of each individual to pursue 

their own ends which, in turn, inevitably breeds inequality. Such a volatile mixture requires a 

kind of absolute separation between economics and politics in order to survive. Parroting 

claims that he makes elsewhere in his oeuvre, he opens the chapter “On Property” with a 

rather audacious claim that “property is the base of all civilization, its existence and security are 

indispensable to social improvement.”15 The political, and all of its pretension to “social 

improvement,” requires a notion of inalienable, private property. Moreover, property must be 

unevenly distributed, as “most of the ordinances of civilized society, that are connected with 

this interest [of property], are founded in reason, and ought to be rigidly maintained” (129).  

Thus, Cooper rather predictably given his proclivity for gentility and father’s uneven attempts to 

instill an economy of benevolence and deference in James’ hometown of Cooperstown, 

upholds property as the necessary condition for political life whose unequal distribution works 

15 James Fenimore Cooper, The American Democrat: A Treatise on Jacksonian America, Funk & Wagnalls (New 
York: 1969), 127, herein after cited parenthetically. 
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toward the common good.16 In fact, he goes so far as to assert that “property is an instrument of 

working the most good that society enjoys” (131), a good that emanates primarily from a 

permanent class of refined gentlemen. 

Cooper’s conflation of property and the common good in a democracy might seem to 

subtend a democratic politics not autonomous from, but intimately linked with the economic 

sphere. His claim that “[p]roperty always carries with it a portion of indirect political influence” 

(130) ostensibly supports this account.  However, the rest of his exposition demonstrates that 

while Cooper recognizes this interference between the economic and the political, true 

democracy ought to curb property’s influence in politics. His notion of the gentleman, in many 

ways, starts as the ideal resolution to this political problem. Evincing the characteristic 

aristocratic disdain of bare wealth, Cooper continues: 

One may certainly be purse-proud, and of all the sources of human pride, mere wealth 

is the basest and most vulgar minded.  Real gentlemen are almost invariably above this 

low feeling, and they who attribute habits, that have their rise in sentiment, tastes, 

knowledge and refinement, to such a cause, usually make the mistake of letting their 

own ignorance of the existence of motives so elevated, be known (131). 

An ideal politics is not informed or influenced by “mere wealth” or the “purse-proud” who, like 

misers, covet property as an end-in-itself.  Rather, it is the work of “[r]eal gentlemen” whose 

political interests stem from their “sentiment, tastes, knowledge and refinement,” which 

16 For an excellent reading of William Cooper’s political vision and practice at Cooperstown, see Taylor, William 
Cooper’s Town, esp. 141-169. 
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affords them the leisure to work, albeit democratically, towards the common good.17 In 

summary, “A government founded on the representation of property, however direct or 

indirect, is radically vicious” (133); democracy must be autonomous from the nascent industrial 

capitalism that marks both the Jacksonian America of which Cooper writes in The American 

Democrat and the anti-rent struggles in the following decades. However, while his political 

writings suggest, perhaps, the ease with which democracy can disentangle itself from capitalist 

interests, the Littlepage trilogy much more sophisticatedly posits a dialectical theory of 

democracy in which the two are always already mutually implicated in one another.18 

This capitalist mediation between aristocracy and democracy in the trilogy is present in 

nascent form from almost the very beginning of Satanstoe. In a scene that one critic counts 

among the many sketches of local color “heavy with nostalgia,” the novel’s protagonist, Corny 

Littlepage, and a Guert Ten Eyck, a friend who accompanies him to find his state-chartered land 

upstate, visit a Dutch fortune teller named Mother Doortje to glean their journey’s future 

success , mainly with their respective romantic interests.19 While Corny and Guert are much 

more preoccupied with their love prospects—the conflict that drives much of the novel’s rather 

slim plot—they overhear their eventual companion Jason Newcome’s reading before their own, 

giving the pair insight into his motives for accompanying them. Mother Dortjee correctly 

17 Never one to shy from emphasizing his points through repetition in his fiction or political writings, Cooper warns 
that “[a]t no time, should money be ever ranked as more than a means, and he who lives as if the acquisition of 
property were the sole end of his existence, betrays the dominion of the most sordid, base, and groveling motive, 
that life offers” (132). 
18 On the dialectic in Cooper’s politics and its attendant fiction (though he does not use the term), see Taylor, 426; 
note 6 above. 
19 Lance Schachterle, “The Themes of Land and Leadership in ‘The Littlepage Manuscripts’,” Literature in the Early 
American Republic: Annual Studies in Cooper and His Contemporaries, ed. Matthew Wynn Sivils and Jeffery Walker, 
Vol. 1.  AMS Press, Inc. (New York: 2009), 89-131. p. 95. 

https://interests.19
https://another.18
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ascertains (the “Jack of clubs settles the matter” after all) that Newcome “is thinking of buying 

some land—ah! there’s water running down-hill; and there I see a pond—why you are thinking 

of buying a mill-seat.”20 Moreover, Dortjee tells Newcome and, inadvertently, the land’s owner 

that he intends “to get this mill-seat at much less than its real value. Much less; not less, but 

much less” (ibid.).  Against the backdrop of a rank-ordered and aristocratic Albany society 

concerned with marriage ties, family status, and “Dutch blood” (386) emerges a concealed but 

serious concern with commoditized land, industrial development, and “real value.” Through 

Newcome’s Yankee disposition, Cooper suggests a nascent (industrial) capitalist element within 

pre-Revolutionary New York’s aristocratic social formation not unlike Charles Brockden Brown 

does with the Pennsylvania hinterlands’.21 This brief exchange in Satanstoe works both to 

prefigure the downfall of the Littlepage aristocracy and to situate their demise vis-a-vis the 

transition to a capitalist politico-economic order. 

Much later in the novel, Newcome’s attempt to assert his right to the mill seat betrays 

the connection between capitalist development and democratic ideology that his character 

embodies. After receiving the mill-seat of which he was in search from another estate owner 

nearby Corny’s patent, Herman Mordaunt, and witnessing an Indian “occupation” of the land— 

save the settlers’ house—the prospective mill operator raises a legal question: “does not 

conquest give the conquerors a right to the conquered territory? I have no books here yet; but 

20 James Fenimore Cooper, Satanstoe in Works of J. Fenimore Cooper, vol. 8, Greenwood Press (New York: 1969), 
243-486. p. 385, herein after cited parenthetically. 
21 While by no means a fully developed capitalist enterprise in either the novel or Early American history, the mill 
has an important position in the development of American capitalism, particularly as they pertain to wage labor as 
a viable economic relation.  For a detailed and compelling account of mills in the period following the Revolution, 
see John Lauritz Larson, The Market Revolution in America: Liberty, Ambition, and the Eclipse of the Common Good, 
Cambridge UP (Cambridge: 2010), esp. 71-76 on the significance of New England’s first textile mills to capitalist 
practice and ideology in the United States. 

https://hinterlands�.21
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I’m dreadful forgetful, or I have read that such is the law” (462).22 The effect of this rhetorical 

question is twofold.  On the one hand, it allows Newcome to use the material fact of 

“conquest,” recently witnessed in an Indian battle to question the origins of landed property, 

the “right to the…territory,” effectively calling into question the real value of Mordaunt’s state 

sanctioned and more abstract land grant.  On the other hand, it prefigures a conflict between 

two modes of property holding—one grounded in abstract notions of state power, the other 

constituted by more material occupation and/or conquest—that will drive much of Cooper’s 

trilogy.23 Just as Newcome’s earlier encounter with Mother Dortjee points to a fundamental 

antagonism in theory between capitalist development and aristocratic social formations, the 

former dialectically poised to overcome the latter, this brief query into the origins of land and 

its “real value” sets the stage for a transition from aristocratic, pre-Revolutionary New York to 

“democratic” antebellum society. Importantly , Satanstoe demonstrates that capitalist, or at 

the very least proto-capitalist, development remains inextricably intertwined with this historical 

upheaval, an upheaval the subsequent two novels work to flesh out. Cooper, however, is not 

going to tell this upheaval’s story as neatly, or as linearly as the first novel would suggest 

through its emphasis on an originary white settlement. Rather, he continually dramatizes 

confrontation between Littlepage aristocrats and a sequence of democratic challengers which 

22 In asking this question, Jason Newcome enters into a long debate regarding the settlement of the Americas, 
especially in the British legal tradition, concerning the distinction between conquest and settlement and their 
attendant political rights—especially as they pertain to American notions of democracy and freedom.  For an 
excellent overview of this centuries-long debate, see Craig Yirush, Settlers, Liberty, and Empire: The Roots of Early 
American Political Theory, 1675-1775, Cambridge UP (Cambridge: 2011), esp. 29-50. 
23 Corny himself points to this significance, nothing that this brief exchange stands “as the first in a long series of 
attempts which Jason Newcome has practiced, in order to transfer the fee-simple of the mill-lot at Ravensnest 
from the ownership of those in whom it is vested by law to that of his own humble but meritorious person” (462). 

https://trilogy.23
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demonstrate the active influence that landed aristocrats (or those who fashion themselves in 

that mode) and their values have over New York’s economic and political future. 

TAMING THE POLITICAL: THE CHAINBEARER’S CONSTITUENT POWER 

While Satanstoe reads much like a novel out of Cooper’s far more popular 

Leatherstocking Tales, evoking the tropes of the noble savage, untamed nature, (white) frontier 

settlement and its attendant violence, the trilogy’s next novel, The Chainbearer, diverges from 

these topics and moves towards more explicit commentary on democratic theory and its 

relationship to economic and political development. In this second novel, Cooper will pit 

democratic theories both of the general will and of land appropriation against a developing, 

and more conservative liberal contractualism espoused as a constituent component of the 

Littlepage aristocracy, again underscoring the aristocratic kernel at the heart of midcentury 

American political economy. Just as Satanstoe registers and, indeed, celebrates the aristocratic 

ideals that undergird the white settler project, The Chainbearer show how aristocratic ideals— 

though in different form—continue to structure democratic politics and capitalist economics on 

the New York frontier. Indeed, it is the dialectical interplay between Littlepage aristocracy, its 

emphasis on hierarchy and deference, and democratic challenges grounded in the general will 

and freedom of appropriation that ultimately resolves in a political economy of contract. 

Through the novel’s main story of Corny’s nephew, Mordaunt Littlepage, and his post-

Revolution visit to his estate at Ravensnest, Cooper articulates the links between democracy 

and capitalism in two key encounters, the first of which comes when the estate’s tenants hold a 

meeting to decide their soon-to-be-erected church’s denomination. After extensive 

background information detailing the occurrences between the novel’s time period and the 
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conclusion of its predecessor, Mordaunt finally makes his way to the estate, meeting the noble 

savage figure from Satanstoe, Susquesus, determined both to take an account of his estate’s 

condition and grant his friend, the eponymous chainbearer, a plot of land on which to support 

himself and Mordaunt’s love interest, Dus Malbone. As he approaches the settlement and the 

meeting he fortuitously stumbles upon, he determines to get a candid glimpse of its 

functioning.  In order to do so, he “la[ys] aside most of the dress that it was the fashion of 

gentlemen to wear in 1784, and put on a hunting-shirt and leggings, as more fitting attire for 

the woods.”24 By symbolically divesting himself of aristocratic status, trading the “fashion of 

gentlemen” for the “attire of the woods,” Mordaunt enters into a relationship of ostensible 

equality with his tenants, moving from an aristocratic relation grounded on patronage and 

deference to a democratic one in keeping with the scene he is about to witness, one which will 

pit two competing theories of democracy against each other, one that emphasizes the 

important role of elites in democratic political practice and approaches a Federalist 

Republicanism and another that fundamentally distrusts authority and superiority in politics 

and exalts the virtue of common (white) men like Jeffersonian and (historically closer to 

Littlepage’s composition) Jacksonian takes on democratic praxis. 

The first such clash between the Littlepages’ aristocratic republicanism and the tenants’ 

anti-authority democracy comes when Mordaunt approaches the center of Ravensnest’s town, 

he discovers the meeting being led by the Satanstoe’s proto-capitalist and mill-seat tenant 

24 James Fenimore Cooper, The Chainbearer, D. Appleton and Company (New York: 1892), 132, herein after cited 
parenthetically 
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Jason Newcome, to whom he sardonically refers as “king of the settlement” (132).25 Already, 

by placing Newcome as the political leader of the settlement, tasked with overseeing both rent 

collection and collective decision making, the novel suggests that land tenure agreements, 

democratic governance, and economic development are mutually implicated at Ravensnest. 

Newcome opens the meeting with a meditation on democracy that is worth quoting at length: 

‘Fellow-citizens…you are assembled this day, on a most important, and I may say, trying 

occasion; an occasion calculated to exercise all our spirits. Your business is to decide on 

the denomination of the church-building, that you are about to erect; and the futur’ 

welfare of your souls may, in one sense, be said to be interested in your decision.  Your 

deliberations have already been opened by prayer; and now you are about to come to a 

final vote. Differences of opinion have, and do exist among you; but differences of 

opinion exist everywhere. They belong to liberty, the blessings of which are not to be 

enj-yed [sic] without full and free differences of opinion’ (133)26 

In this opening speech, the character whom Dana D. Nelson points out stands for “democratic 

equalitarianism and yeoman capitalism” articulates a theory of democracy that champions both 

25 This reference to Newcome’s kingship, however sardonic, points towards the quasi-feudal social formation that 
Ravensnest embodies in the text (though not for Mordaunt, as we shall see).  Furthermore, the tenants’ tendency 
to call Jason, “’Squire” (138, et al), harkens back to an Old World sociality that the Revolution—at least 
ideologically—was supposed to have left behind. As we shall see, however, Cooper’s trilogy suggests that these 
vestiges of the Old World are not completely superseded, and whether they should be remains an open question. 
26 While not necessarily important for the theory of democracy that Newcome outlines in his opening speech, his 
subsequent argument that “Religious liberty demands differences of opinion, as a body might say; and without 
them, there would be no religious liberty” (133) curiously echoes the arguments of Puritan dissident Roger 
Williams centuries earlier.  By rhetorically linking these two together, Cooper points toward the American 
exceptionalist myth that grounds political dissent in religious dissent, contributing to what Sacvan Bercovitch aptly 
names the “ritual of consensus” in American culture whereby dissent is elevated into a lever which produces 
consensus.  For an excellent overview and selections of Roger Williams’ thought, see On Religious Liberty: 
Selections from the Works of Roger Williams, ed. James Calvin Davis, The Belknap Press (Cambridge: 2008).  For 
Bercovitch’s analysis of dissensus in American Culture, see his The Rites of Assent: Transformations in the Symbolic 
Construction of America, Routledge (New York: 1993), esp. 29-67, 168-193, and 307-352. 
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its necessity and contradictory raison d’etre. On the one hand, his initial reference to his 

“[f]ellow-citizens” invokes the formal and abstract equality embodied in (white male) 

citizenship upon which democracy depends; the assertion that “all our spirits” will participate 

underscores the commonality that undergirds this assembly.  On the other, however, these 

formal and abstract categories of “citizen” and “spirit” are in tension with the particularities of 

the individual tenants, their “differences of opinion.” Newcome’s attempt to reconcile this 

fundamental problem of political representation takes the form of an appeal to necessity: these 

differences of opinion, after all, “exist everywhere,” installing them as a constituent component 

of human nature. Furthermore, it is these very difference that “belong to liberty,” that 

fundamental ideological unit of United States democracy.  Thus, Newcome’s brief exposition of 

the democratic process paints it as one in which communal decisions come about through the 

reduction of a multitude of particularities into a single voice, a voice that Newcome will help to 

produce. 

Despite Newcome’s lofty appreciation of differences as the motor of liberty and 

democratic practice, the insight his leadership offers into democracy’s procedural character is 

not as neat and tidy as his abstract exaltation of democracy would have it appear. The 

problem, at every step in the decision making, turns out to be one of quantification and 

calculability; Newcome notes that the initial votes do not result in a majority, being “twenty-six 

for Congregational to twenty-five Presbytery, fourteen Methodist, nine Baptist, three Universal, 

and one Episcopal” (134).  The rest of the process consists of throwing out the least popular 

denominations and voting again until this process ends in a stalemate, thirty-nine votes each 

for Congregationals and Presbyterians, all grounded in the tenants’ open voting (136). At this 
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point, Newcome recommends that this become a party issue, solved along party lines, which 

ultimately leads to a thirty-nine to thirty-eight ruling “that the government of churches by 

means of a presbytery is anti-republican, opposed to our glorious institutions, and at variance 

with the best interests of the human family” (138).  Thus, the people of the estate, what 

Mordaunt does not hesitate to point out is really “a majority of one” (ibid.), move to erect a 

Congregational church at Ravensnest.  Importantly, this majority decision votes against the kind 

of church hierarchy that the majority finds both “anti-republican” and “idolatrous” (134) 

because of its governmental structure, choosing the more radically Protestant option between 

the two final options (Presbyterians believe churches should fall under a governing body, while 

Congregationalists believe they should remain autonomous).  Newcome’s democracy of 

calculability results in a choice that goes against both Mordaunt’s personal preferences and the 

aristocratic structures of patronage and deference for which he stands. The union of “yeoman 

capitalism,” here Newcome’s desire to industrialize his mill seat, and radical, quantifiable 

democracy, his procedural politics, catalyzes a decision that advances the interests of the 

latter.27 

Newcome’s insistence on the procedure that abstracts the general from the particular 

resonates with Jean-Jacques Rousseau’s notion of the general will, a cornerstone of his political 

theory. In contrast to the social contract theories of, for example, Thomas Hobbes and John 

27 Though this is almost pure speculation, Cooper’s decision to pit a church the text associates with idolatry and 
hierarchy—traditionally Catholic values—against one grounded in the subject’s autonomy may suggest its 
favorability to capitalist development, as well as fitting in line with Cooper’s (and the Littlepage’s) distaste for New 
England Yankees.  Of course, the seminal scholarship on Protestantism’s supersession of Catholicism and 
capitalism is Max Weber, The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism, Penguin (New York: 2002).  Though 
tenuous in this scene, the causal link this suggests between democratic decision making and capitalist 
development becomes more concrete in subsequent episodes of Cooper’s trilogy, as we shall see. 

https://latter.27
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Locke, which emphasize the particularity of the body and its desires in the constitution of a 

state, Rousseau’s theory works to dematerialize and abstract politics through a kind of 

representational calculus.  On his account, any legitimate act of government in a democracy 

should be an expression of what he terms the general will. Moreover, this is the sole guiding 

principle of any just politics, as “the general will alone can direct the forces of the state in 

accordance with that end which the state has been established to achieve – the common 

good.”28 Achievement of the “common good” becomes possible only through a transcendence 

of particular circumstances in the name of the “general will.” This process proceeds through a 

kind of affective abstraction, “for if conflict between private interests has made the setting up 

of civil societies necessary, harmony between those same interests made it possible. It is what 

is common to those different interests which yields the social bond.”29 Thus, the affective 

“social bond” is a direct result of conflicting “private interests,” not because of their 

particularities but rather “what is common” to them all; the general will becomes an 

abstraction of interests into a some kind of abstract commonality (dis)embodied in the “social 

bond” and the “general will.” 

Rousseau further solidifies this movement of abstraction in distinguishing between the 

general will and the so-called “will of all.” After two brief chapter-long expositions on the 

relationship between sovereignty and the general will, Rousseau considers how it is that 

deliberations between private individuals can tend toward the common good, and the answer 

lies in this distinction: “There is often a great difference between the will of all [what individuals 

28 Jean-Jacques Rousseau. The Social Contract. Trans. Maurice Cranston. Penguin (New York: 1968), p. 69 
29 Ibid. 
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want] and the general will; the general will studies only the common interest while the will of 

all studies private interest, and is indeed no more than the sum of individual desires.”30 Against 

the kind of representation that drives Hobbes’ political theory where the multiplicity of all is 

reduced to one in rather simple quantitative fashion, Rousseau argues for a different 

mechanism whereby quantity morphs into quality. The general will is not “the sum of 

individual desires,” and “private interest,” but rather the qualitatively different “common 

interest” that requires that he abstract from the particular, embodied circumstances of any 

individual citizen of civil society. Rousseau envisions this abstraction in quantitative terms: “if 

we take away from these same wills, the pluses and minuses which cancel each other out, the 

balance which remains is the general will.”31 While it may appear that these “pluses and 

minuses” would leave individual desires intact, Rousseau makes clear that in “cancel[ing] each 

other out,” their resultant is the abstract “general will.” Through his census-like method, 

tabulating particularities to arrive at the general, Rousseau moves from individual desire to 

some kind of abstract, calculable representation of it and finally to the yet-more-abstract 

general will.  

Rosseau’s accounting of individual desire without limit to the “all” (at least nominally) 

becomes the means through which the French thinker supersedes the rule of any chosen few. 

Importantly, this process, like Cooper’s town meeting, ends not with a mere tabulation of 

individual positions, but a more abstract notion of the community’s collective desire. Thus, 

Newcome’s political opposition to Mordaunt’s implicit claim to represent the community 

30 Ibid. p.72 
31 Ibid. p.72-3 
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echoes Rousseau’s methodology, arriving at an alternative community representation opposed 

to aristocratic claims to political authority in the name of democracy.  This movement mirrors 

almost exactly the process that leads the citizens to erect a Congregationalist church at 

Ravensrest, making Newcome a mouthpiece of Rousseau-ist rhetoric, a firm believer that true 

democracy entails a calculation which transcends the summation of particular positions, such 

as those held by the Methodists and Baptists on the estate. The novel’s proto-capitalist figure 

and advocate of both equality amongst the citizenry and majority rule articulates a version of 

democracy that accounts for individual positions and—through a process very similar to the 

accounting Rousseau describes—arrives at an abstract representation of common interests. 

This Rousseauist version of democracy which presupposes the absolute equality of all white 

men is not the only one available in the scene, however. Though merely a passive spectator to 

the active democratic action of the scene, Mordaunt Littlepage articulates a quite different, 

aristocratic take on theory of democracy in his commentary on Newcome’s procedure, one that 

(as his dismissal of the “majority of one” (138) would suggest) shirks this brand of census taking 

and majority rule ideology.32 

Mordaunt’s most serious objection to Newcome’s band of democracy comes, in fact, 

when Newcome is unable to determine a majority: “three several times did he take the vote, 

32 For a contemporary account of majority rule in America and its effect on democratic politics, see Alexis de 
Tocqueville, Democracy in America, trans. Harvey C. Mansfield and Delba Winthrop. U of Chicago Press (Chicago: 
2000), in which he claims that “It is of the very essence of democratic governments that the empire of the majority 
is absolute; for in democracies, outside the majority there is nothing that resists it” (235). It is just such this 
sentiment of Newcome’s and Tocqueville’s that Mordaunt (and perhaps Cooper himself) work to counter in The 
Chainbearer.  For one of the few accounts that juxtapose Cooper and the French political sociologist, see Thomas 
Clark, “’The American Democrat’ Reads ‘Democracy in America’: Cooper and Tocqueville in the Transatlantic Hall of 
Mirrors,” Amerikastudien / American Studies, 52.2 (2007), 187-208, in which he asserts that the two form a 
complementary pair in their respective theorizations of antebellum politics: “Both…addressed the same 
fundamental issue: the preservation of liberty under the conditions of a mass democracy” (188). 

https://ideology.32
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and each time was there a tie. I could now perceive that he was seriously uneasy” (137). The 

second Littlepage’s unease stems precisely from his fetishization of majority and the crisis into 

which this circumstance throws his “cardinal rule” (136). Mordaunt counters this faith in the 

majority with both an alternative solution and a critique of Newcome’s politics. Commenting on 

Cooper’s 1840s, the narrator asserts that “Very mistaken notions of the power of majorities are 

beginning to take root among us” (136-7). These notions, specifically, entail an assertion that 

the majority must rule in all things; rather, Mordaunt asserts, this axiom only applies, 

contortedly, to “that in the control of those interests of which the decision is referred to 

majorities” (137).  Against Newcome’s elevation of majority rule in all things democratic via the 

general will, as his opening speech makes quite clear, Mordaunt offers an equally universal 

check on this power: “God forbid that majorities should ever rule in all things, in this republic or 

anywhere else!” (ibid.).  Thus, rather than universal majority rule grounded in liberty and 

difference of opinion as the foundation of all democracy, Mordaunt asserts that no form of 

government at any time—“republic” or any other, “ever”—can rely on these principles without 

avoiding “odious tyranny” (ibid.).  Mordaunt here counters Newcome’s majoritarian sleight of 

hand with a canned “tynarry of the majority” response, insisting that some matters, though 

unspecified, must not be entrusted to every white male. In this confrontation Cooper stages 

between a majoritarian democracy of the general will and an aristocratic skepticism of the rule 

of all, he once again pits two dialectally opposed and interrelated accounts of democratic 

practice and ideology against each other. 

At first glance, Mordaunt’s critique of democratically determined majorities and 

insistence that over-application of majority rule inevitably leads to a kind of despotism would 
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appear to be incompatible with any democratic politics. On what if not the collective interests 

of the citizenry expressed in the general will should a democracy be based?  Anticipating this 

objection, Mordaunt offers something that transcends Newcome’s and Rousseau’s political 

calculi: 

The government of this country is the sway of certain great and incontestable principles, 

that are just in themselves, and which are set forth in the several constitutions, and 

under which certain minor questions are periodically referred to local majorities, as of a 

necessity, out of the frequency of which appeals has arisen a mistake that is getting to 

be dangerously general (137). 

Rather than inevitable and necessary differences of opinion renewing the vibrancy of 

democratic process, he offers “great and incontestable principles” which always already stand 

above individual decisions in a democracy.33 Furthermore, beyond being autonomous and “just 

in themselves,” they find legal expression in “several constitutions,” and activation in meetings 

of “local majorities.” What these “principles” are is never explicitly stated (though the debates 

that animate the rest of the series offer a clue to what they might be), they find expression in 

every manifestation of true democracy.  This brief scene upon Mordaunt’s arrival at Ravensrest 

thus pits two models of democracy against each other: one aligned with aristocracy and 

grounded in abstract and unspecified principle, the other with capitalist development and 

33 Though not as compelling as the similarities between Newcome and Rousseau, Mordaunt’s notion of principles 
resonate with and prefigure Hannah Arendt’s excavation of principle as the sine qua non of (good) political action: 
“Principles do not operate from within the self as motives do—‘mine own deformity’ or my ‘fair proportion’—but 
inspire, as it were, from without; and they are much too general to prescribe particular goals, although every 
particular aim can be judged in light of its principle once the act has been started,” see Hannah Arendt, “What is 
Freedom?” in Between Past and Future: Six Exercises in Political Thought, Viking (New York: 1961), 152.  Both 
Mordaunt and Arendt emphasize the slipperiness of principles and install them above individual desires or 
“motives,” though I would hesitate to call Mordaunt, Cooper, or any of the Littlepages proto-Arendtian. 

https://democracy.33
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undergirded by equality which directly threatens to topple aristocratic society on the estate.34 

It is this contest over the meaning of democracy that amplifies as the series progresses offers 

the key to Cooper’s theorization of the downfall of aristocracy and, ultimately, the relationship 

between democratic politics and capitalist economy.35 

If the silent ideological contest between Mordaunt and Newcome demonstrates how an 

aristocratic version of democracy persists against the rise of majority rule at the heart of white 

frontier settlement, Mordaunt’s pseudo-trial at the hands of Aaron Thousandacres dramatizes 

an amplified version of this dialectic at that settlement’s periphery. If Indians and their frontier 

violence constitute the main antagonist of Satanstoe, Thousandacres and his family go beyond 

Newcome’s majoritarian democracy to be the most significant existential threat to the 

Littlepage aristocracy and its attendant mode of production.  Just as Mordaunt disguises 

himself to establish and maintain a voyeuristic distance from the action of the church meeting 

and lower his apparent social status, he ends up meeting Thousandacres without any indication 

that he owns the estate. After being ostensibly jilted by his love interest Dus Malbone, 

Mordaunt flees to the woods of his extensive property and serendipitously comes across an 

unexpected timber mill, manned by a family of squatters with no state-recognized right to the 

34 It might sound counterintuitive to characterize any brand of democracy as aristocratic.  After all, these two 
terms—especially in the antebellum period and in Cooper’s trilogy—tend to be put at odds with one another. 
However, the vision of democracy that Cooper articulates through the Littlepage family, I would argue, is 
consistent with an aristocratic estate system of patronage and deference which they seek to uphold. 
35 In reading this scene as pitting two competing models of democracy against each other, it might appear as 
though I approach the reading that Nelson offers in which Mordaunt “continues his self-recusal, first from the civic 
and now from the labor commons” (148), characterizing Newcome’s democratic process as a bottom-up, collective 
effort on the part of the tenants from whom Murdaunt is alienated.  However, as we have seen in the comparison 
between Newcome’s democracy and Rousseau’s general will, this process is not as immediate as Nelson makes it 
out to be, requiring instead almost—if not just the same amount—as much abstraction as Mordaunt’s appeal to 
“principles.” 

https://economy.35
https://estate.34


        

     

        

  

    

    

      

   

  

Page 82 

land.36 After somewhat accidentally revealing himself as the landlord of Ravensnest, he is 

swiftly imprisoned by Thousandacres and his family and eventually called to stand trial not only 

for his own ownership of the land but for the source of land ownership in general. Throughout 

the mock legal scene, Cooper once again pits two competing versions of democracy against 

each other through a debate about the source of democratic state power. On the one hand, 

Mordaunt predictably stands for an aristocratic politics underwritten by the state’s constituted 

power.  On the other, Thousandacres takes up a position of radical, producerist democracy in 

which both property and political power derive from individual acts of occupation and 

appropriation. If Newcome’s democracy presents a challenge to Mordaunt’s notions of the 

political, Thousandacres’ prompts an almost wholesale reevaluation of its foundations, 

advancing the trilogy’s dialectic towards its ultimate (ir)resolution vis-à-vis United States 

capitalism. 

Importantly, while Thousandacre’s squatting may appear antithetical to Newcome’s 

proto-capitalist ventures and democratic vote manipulation, this scene, too, comes tainted by 

the influence of Newcome and his proto-capitalist scheming. When first in the squatter’s 

captivity, Mordaunt overhears a secret meeting between Thousandacres and the magistrate of 

Ravensnest in which the latter warns the former that surveyors are on the estate plotting out 

land, a grave danger to the squatter’s mill operation.  It is not long until their conversation turns 

towards property rights, thus prefiguring the climactic debate between Thousandacres and 

36 Just as much of Satanstoe concerns itself with the blossoming love between Corny Littlepage and Anneke 
Mordaunt, much of The Chainbearer’s plot revolves around the courtship of Mordaunt Littlepage and Dus 
Malbone, the eponymous character’s niece.  However, these love stories—as well as that of the trilogy’s third 
novel—seem ancillary to both the explicit and implicit political import of the novel. After all, Cooper himself in the 
“Preface” to The Chainbearer notes that his reasons for writing the trilogy are to combat “the widespread and bold 
assertion of false principles” (v) that anti-Rentism foments. 
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Mordaunt.  While Newcome asserts that “there must be a shadow of title , or possession’s good 

for nothin’,” the squatter counters that both “law” and “gospel” merely require “goin’ honestly 

and fairly in upon land, and cuttin’ down trees, and buildin’ mills, and housen [sic] and barns…” 

(285).37 This brief exchange installs a tension between the two modes of property ownership 

that animates the remainder of the novel. Furthermore, Mordaunt discovers that Newcome’s 

visit is not merely to warn Thousandacres of the surveyors’ approach, but also implicitly—in 

keeping with his yeoman capitalist spirit—to capitalize on the squatter’s enterprise: “He would 

connive at stealing timber by purchasing the lumber at sufficiently low prices, so long as the 

danger of being detected was kept within reasonable limits” (286).38 Both politically and 

economically, then, Newcome and the ideologies he embodies becomes a specter presiding 

over Mordaunt’s “trial,” suggesting that capital accumulation plays, at the very least, a 

supplementary role in its political exchanges and hangs in the balance of its rhetorical 

posturing. 

37 Newcome’s reference to a “shadow of title” points perhaps to the tenuous nature of land grants in upstate New 
York estates.  According to one historian: “Unfortunately for landlords, these expectations [of aristocratic ritual] 
rested on a foundation of sand.  The titles to leasehold estates were notoriously weak.  Some estates were 
founded on outright fraud. […] Most estates contained ambiguous boundaries, which proprietors systematically 
interpreted to their advantage. […] The fraud and ambiguity of estate titles were a latent force in early republican 
New York, available to anyone seeking to challenge the landlords’ power” (Huston, 20). 
38 This footnote is crucial for your argument pointing to larger claims about 19c capitalism than what your close 
readings are allowing. This needs to be integrated into the body of your chapter at the start or at the least early 
on. Tie your close readings of Cooper’s novels to these larger issues involving 19c capitalism. The union of and 
blurring between the licit capitalism of Newcome’s mill-seat and the Thousandacres’ illicit appropriation mirrors 
recent scholarship on the history of antebellum capitalism which emphasizes that legal and illegal, ethical and 
unethical, economic practices was by no means clear in the period.  As Brian P. Luskey and Wendy A. Woloson 
compellingly argue, “during the nineteenth century the rules of economic engagement were still being established, 
meaning that definitions of terms such as legal and illegal, moral and immoral, acceptable and disdained were up 
for debate. […] In fact, ‘upstanding’ men of commerce engaged in illegal, semilicit, and morally suspect practices of 
their own” (9) in “Introduction,” Capitalism by Gaslight: Illuminating the Economy in Nineteenth-Century America, 
U of Pennsylvania P (Philadelphia: 2015).  All of this eminent volume’s essays bear witness to this thesis. 
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The trial scene pits Thousandacres against his now two prisoners, Mordaunt and his 

friend the Chainbearer, superficially to determine their fates, but more aptly to come to some 

kind of conclusion about property right and political power. The squatter himself puts it in 

terms of the sources of land ownership: “There’s two rights to all the land on ‘arth, and the 

whull world over. One of these rights is what I call a king’s right, or that which depends on 

writin’s, and laws, and suchlike contrivances; and the other depends on possession” (384).  

According to his axiomatic logic, the “contrivances” of state power do not stand up to the 

material and immediate fact of possession, as “[i]t stands to reason, that fact is better than any 

writin’ about it can be” (ibid.).  The terms of the proceedings are simple enough. In almost a 

repetition of the denomination debate, one side (the squatter’s) stands for a kind of sensuous 

immediacy, “fact,” while the other (Mordaunt’s and the Chainbearer’s) takes up the position of 

abstraction and conceptualization, “writin’ about it.” However, the terms of this exchange go 

beyond principles and majorities, extending instead to land, money, and contract in order to 

shed light on the relationship between capitalism and democracy that was merely nascent in 

the earlier episode. Mordaunt will stand on the side of state power and contract as the basis of 

property while the squatter will insist upon appropriation and possession as its foundation.  In 

turn the would-be aristocrat endorses a liberal capitalist order founded on both political and 

economic contracts; his adversary and captor will espouse a more atomistic democracy in 

which use forms the basis of economic relations which, in turn, trump political ones. Thus, The 

Chainbearer contrasts two distinct political economies, one of contract as the basis of 

democratic freedom and one of appropriation and actual settlement.  As with Brockden 

Brown’s transatlantic capitalist democracy in Edgar Huntly founded upon contrasting New and 
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Old World ideals, Cooper’s will show the persistence of the Old World values in the 

combination of these two positions. 

Thousandacres’ appeal to possession as the sine qua non of property has become 

almost a chorus of sorts to this point in the novel, but at this moment he inserts a kind of 

political theory into his justification. Just as Newcome appeals to democracy and liberty in 

opening the tenants’ meeting, the squatter elevates the terms of the trial to a meditation on 

the meaning of freedom: 

Now, I call it liberty to let every man have as much land as he has need on, and no more, 

keepin’ the rest for them that’s in the same situation.  If [Mordaunt] and his father be 

true fri’nds of liberty, let ‘em prove it like men, by giving up all claims to any more land 

than they want.  That’s what I call liberty! Let every man have as much land as he’s 

need on; that’s my religion, and it’s liberty, too (386).39 

While Newcome earlier points to human nature and its inherent differences of opinion as the 

source of liberty, Thousandacres insists that land is its only true guarantor. Moreover, his 

appeal requires a common and equal identity—that of the “true fri’nd[] of liberty”—in order to 

have any rhetorical force.  Thus, he enjoins Ravensnest’s landlords to shed their aristocratic 

social positions and their attendant “claims” in order to foster a more just social formation, 

39 The end of this passage corresponds to a footnote inserted by the book’s fictitious editor concerning 
contemporary widespread belief in this version of liberty used to attack the relationship between landlord and 
tenant, yoking this historical novel to contemporary political events, specifically the Anti-Rent War.  Furthermore, 
and more interestingly, the editor attacks this principle on economic—rather than political—grounds: “As a 
political principle, it is just as true that the relations of debtor and creditor are unsuited to the institutions, and 
ought to be abolished” (386). By alluding to “relations of debtor and creditor” and assuming the reader’s 
unquestioning belief in their necessity, Cooper’s editor implies that this capitalist social relation has superseded 
the more aristocratic one between landlord and tenant. 
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both politically and economically.40 In Thousandacres’ democratic vision, every man has a right 

to the amount of land he can appropriate and is always already entitled to the fruits of that 

appropriation, driving economic development such as Newcome’s mill and his own less 

“official” one. 

Here, his political position vis-à-vis property right and appropriation echoes that of John 

Locke rather than Rousseau’s penchant for the abstract. Just as the squatter sets forth in his 

brief declaration, Locke, too, in his canonical Second Treatise of Government grounds his theory 

of property in the theology: namely, that the earth is originally “given to mankind in 

common.”41 Moreover, Locke’s subscription to the labor theory of value leads him to see 

appropriation—rather than title or state-sanction or representational calculus—as the 

wellspring from which all property stems, in other words, both “cuttin’…buildin’…[etc.]” and 

“possession.”42 Such Lockean assertions in American party politics, in fact, led in the 1830s to 

“land policy that encouraged virtuous citizens of middling status, as opposed to the earlier 

favoring of the privileged and well connected,” celebrating the industry and political value of 

men like Thousandacres against Mordaunt’s aristocratic privilege.43 Perhaps the single most 

40 This is a point worth including in the body of your argument. Thousandacres’ discourse in many echoes that of 
nineteenth-century land reformers, like Chartist and eventual anti-rent activist Thomas A. Devyr, who believed 
that: “[l]and…was not a commodity but part of the common inheritance of humanity, to be used, but never 
owned, by its cultivators. To demonstrate this truth, he drew on two sources that tenants understood well: the 
labor theory of value and the Bible” (Huston 138). 
41 John Locke, Second Treatise of Government, ed. C. B. MacPherson, Hackett (Indianapolis: 1980), v.25.  For an 
excellent reading of how this ostensibly communal principle becomes actually in Locke’s hands a tool for capitalist 
appropriation through the labor theory of value, see C.B. MacPherson, The Political Theory of Possessive 
Individualism: Hobbes to Locke, Oxford UP (Oxford: 2011), esp. 194-262. Thus, Thousandacres’ pseudo-Lockeanism 
already aligns itself at least tangentially with capitalist development and the revolutionary democratic tradition 
that supersedes aristocracy. You need to include this insight in the body of your argument. 
42 Locke, v.27, most famously. 
43 John R. Van Atta, “’A Lawless Rabble’: Henry Clay and the Cultural Politics of Squatters’ Rights, 1832-1841,” 
Journal of the Early Republic, 27 (Fall 2008), pp.337-378, 349.  From Cooper’s protagonists’ dismissal of squatters’ 

https://privilege.43
https://economically.40
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significant overlap between the humble miller and the seventeenth-century political theorist, 

however, comes in their respective limits to the accumulation of property. The former 

emphasizes that a man ought to appropriate “as much land as he need on, and no more.” 

More eloquently, though almost identically, Locke establishes a limit to accumulation: “As 

much as any one can make use of to any advantage of life before it spoils, so much he may by 

his labour fix a property in: whatever is beyond this, is more than his share, and belongs to 

others.”44 From this juxtaposition, we can glean that Thousandacres establishes his right to the 

mill on the grounds that he has improved the land, enclosing it from the common or any 

prospective title holder.45 Hence, his challenge to both state-chartered land grants and the 

Littlepage aristocracy fits into a trajectory of revolutionary thought leading back to the early 

Enlightenment.   

The squatter’s theory does not only point back, however. By adding the all-important 

“liberty,” for him one’s freedom to accumulate property and settle lands unimproved by 

whites, to his connection of appropriation and property, he not only echoes Locke’s thought, 

but anticipates that of Antonio Negri on constituent power, injecting a sense of the political 

into what was initially almost purely economic as witnessed by his firm opposition to contract, 

that other foundation of Locke’s thought. Against the constituted power of the state— 

rights’ legitimacy, coupled with the novels’ polemic prefaces, we can infer that Cooper did not share this 
willingness to incorporate squatters into American political economy. 
44 Locke, v.31.  This check, of course, only applies in the state of nature; once money is introduced into society, 
man can accumulate without waste and, therefore, without limit (v.47).  However, while this movement is of the 
utmost significance for Locke, it matters little to the squatter whose position explicitly rejects the authority of what 
Locke would deem civil society. 
45 For an overview of the use of Locke in antebellum politics, especially concerning land claims, see Mark Rifkin, 
Settler Common Sense: Queerness and Everyday Colonialism in the American Renaissance, U of Minnesota P 
(Minneapolis: 2014), 43-57. 

https://holder.45
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expressed in things like land grants and institutional authority in Cooper’s narrative universe— 

Negri excavates a tradition of political thought which emphasizes its opposite: constituent 

power, “a subject regulating democratic politics.”46 The implications of Negri’s exposition bear 

not just upon “democratic politics,” but on the very nature of freedom, or “liberty,” itself. In 

particular, he identifies an important moment in constituent power’s history and modifications 

in the settlement of the American frontier. According to his thinking: 

Space [i.e. the frontier] is the place of the American masses, themselves renewed by a 

freedom that property, appropriation, and the new law will guarantee. There could not 

be a deeper modification of the concept of power: it becomes completely abstract 

because it adapts itself to a mass distributed over an enormous space; but at the same 

time it becomes completely concrete because it leans on the individualized interests of 

the mass, on their singular insertion into the territory, in terms of appropriation by fact 

that it must become property by law.47 

This very tension between complete abstraction and “individualized interests” and “singular 

insertion” becomes the space in which the free subject of democratic politics emerges, in 

contradistinction to, say, a town assembly or a voting booth. Transitioning from “fact” to “law” 

through an act of appropriation, the subject of American democracy continually enacts 

freedom and modifies political power.  Thousandacres picks up on this tension by at once 

appealing to “true friends of liberty” (386) and emphasizing the singularity of their experiences, 

“keepin’ the rest [of American space] for them that’s in the same situation” (ibid.).  Just as Negri 

46 Antonio Negri, Insurgencies: Constituent Power and the Modern State, Trans. Maurizia Boscagli.  U of Minnesota 
P (Minneapolis: 1999), 1. 
47 Ibid., 143-4. 
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locates constituent power and its attendant radical freedom in frontier appropriation, the 

squatter moves beyond Locke’s sober defense of property in favor of a radical (democratic) 

liberty founded on space and the subject’s ability to transform it.48 

To counter this position, at once Lockean producerism and Negrian radical democracy of 

appropriation, Mordaunt Littlepage turns to a rather unlikely source, one that has not emerged 

within the terms of the trilogy’s political spectrum to this point. While Satanstoe and the 

opening political scene of The Chainbearer emphasize rank order and aristocratic principle as 

the (rightful) governing force at Ravensnest, this mock court scene introduces contract theory 

as a kind of dynamic supplement to this static social formation.  Thousandacres eventually looks 

to strike a deal with Mordaunt that will allow him to move from the fact of possession to the 

kind of possession he characterizes earlier as abstract and groundless “writin’s” (384). 

Following a debate with the Chainbearer about the value of land and its rightful ownership 

which repeats many of the novel’s conceits, the squatter concedes that he is, 

willin’ to settle on sich tarms as these: I’ll keep the lumber, carryin’ it off as soon as the 

water gets to be high enough, agreein’ to pay for the privilege by not fellin’ another 

tree…and then, as to the land and the clearin’, if the writin’ owners want ‘em, they can 

have ‘em by payin’ for the betterments, leavin’ the price out to men in this 

48 It is worth noting at this point that both Negri’s and Thousandacres’ radical democratic politics require an initial 
willful forgetting or dismissal of the settler colonial situation and the white violence upon which “free” 
appropriation is founded.  Negri’s attempt to acknowledge this oversight rings rather hollow: “Let’s not cry over 
the Indians, whose civilization and savage independence are sacrificed to freedom.  In this we see only the 
symptom of a more universal heteronomy of effects, the symptom of a revolution blocked in its concept, of a 
process of liberation that becomes process of destruction, of a principle of freedom that becomes principle of 
oppression” (188).  On this score, Cooper’s trilogy offers a much richer thinking of white property’s foundations 
through several critiques of white conceptions of property in general across the three novels that Sesquesus 
voices. 
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neighborhood, sin’ city-bred folks can’t know nothin’ of the toil and labor of choppin’, 

and loggin’, and ashin’, and getting’ in, and croppin’ new lands (388) 

This attempt to strike out “sich tarms” with Mordaunt attempts to formalize Thousandacres’ 

constituent power into terms agreeable to the state power vested in “the writin’ owners.” 

However, he is unwilling to relinquish his original position on freedom and appropriation, 

underscoring both his ownership of both the lumber and “the betterments,” and that 

ownership’s basis in material praxis (“choppin’, and loggin’, and ashin’…”).  Moreover, this 

potential bargain emphasizes the centrality of the frontier to this vision of democratic freedom, 

as “city-bred folks” are explicitly excluded from its purview. 

Rather than responding to this olive branch of sorts from the squatter with rhetoric 

about abstract principles or the structural importance of landlord-tenant relations to 

democratic civilization, as one might be led to expect, Mordaunt objects on decidedly more 

legal and material grounds, arguing: 

I have no power that goes so far as to authorize me to agree to your terms. Both 

Colonel Follock and my father have a stern sense of justice, and neither, in my opinion, 

will feel much of a disposition to yield to any conditions that, in the least, may have the 

appearance of compromising any of their rights as landlords (389). 

Again, the future landlord appeals to abstract principle, in this case a “sense of justice,” and the 

state sanctioned power he wields, “rights as landlords.” Furthermore, this brief negotiation 

carries with it the deference to aristocratic hierarchies of power based on familial ties and state 

power that readers have come to expect from the Littlepages; Mordaunt has “no power” given 

the status of Follock and his father, and cannot enter into contractual negotiations with 
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Thousandacres since he neither owns nor administers the land in any legal sense. While many 

of the rhetorical moves from earlier interactions in Cooper’s trilogy remain—abstract principle, 

deference, and state-sanction—this interaction marks an important turning point. Mordaunt 

relinquishes some of his dependence on abstraction by entertaining the squatter’s offer, even if 

only to deny it. 

In his further engagement with Thousandacres on this thorny issue of negotiating 

ownership of lumber and betterments, Mordaunt solidifies this transition from unyielding 

aristocrat to a liberal subject engaged in the politics of contract.49 Against the accusation that 

he is being “onaccomodatin’” (390) for not considering the squatter’s offer, the future landlord 

repeats: “In the first place, I have no authority to accept your offers, and shall not assume any, 

let the consequences to myself be what they may.  Indeed, any promises made in duresse [sic] 

are good for nothing” (ibid.).  Again, he emphasizes his lack of authority—a lack in part derived 

from the aristocratic social formation he represents. However, he injects another crucial 

element into the discussion: the problem of contractual consent and its limits. By bringing the 

category of “duresse” into play, Mordaunt begins to sound increasingly like a liberal proponent 

of contract theory rather than an advocate of rank-ordered aristocracy.  He solidifies this 

position with a definition: “By promises made in duresse, I mean promises made while the 

party making them is in confinement, or not absolutely free to make them or not” (ibid. 

emphasis mine). Here a new version of freedom emerges against appropriation’s constituent 

49 This transition echoes the emphasis placed on contract by the so-called last patroon, Stephen Van Rensselaer 
who moved away from traditional justifications for landlord tenant relations towards more liberal ones. As one 
historian has it, “[h]e justified his unequal relationship to his tenants not in terms of benevolence but on the 
ground of the sanctity of property and contract” (Huston 91).  Cooper’s own thought in The Redskins rather ham-
handedly extols the virtues of these two political economic concepts in support of the landlord class. 

https://contract.49
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power that Thousandacres theorizes: namely, the freedom to contract.50 In the face of an 

increasingly radicalized democratic politics, Mordaunt adopts a more accommodating position 

in which economic and political matters find their support and sustenance in contract and 

consent, a position that emerges dialectically in a debate about both the nature of (democratic) 

freedom and of property rights.51 

This transformation in his political thinking from abstract principle to concrete 

contractual situations registers not only a change in the novels’ theorization of democracy, but 

also mirrors a parallel development in capitalist economy. In his oeuvre’s most substantial 

treatment of landed property, Karl Marx offers a comprehensive theoretical account of the dissolution 

of the feudal system and the rise of what he calls capitalist ground-rent: “the traditional relationship 

fixed by customary law between the landowner and his dependent, who possesses and works one part 

of the land, is necessarily transformed into a contractual relationship, a purely monetary relationship 

determined by the firm rules of positive law.”52 For Marx, capitalist social relations, in particular the 

50 In this way, Mordaunt moves from a model of politics based on assent to an existing, patriarchal order to one 
based on consent to a contractually guaranteed and constructed one, a move representative of a move from Old 
World, aristocratic institutions to modern liberal democratic ones.  For an account of this movement in an earlier 
historical period, see Victoria Kahn, Wayward Contracts: The Crisis of Political Obligation in England, 1640-1674, 
Princeton UP (Princeton: 2004), in which she notes that “early modern subjects did not so much consent to 
political order as assent to a natural order the way we assent to a statement of fact. […] Tudor and Stuart 
apologists represented the political subject as assenting to what was already the case: his divine, natural, and 
historical subjection to the sovereign” (9).  Mordaunt’s change of terms for framing his political arguments can be 
seen as yet another turn from assent to consent as a model of politics.  In the American context, his conflation of 
freedom with mere liberty to contract approaches what Larson argues constitutes a reduction of political freedom 
to economic freedom in the antebellum period. 
51 This is not to assert that contract has been completely absent from the purview of the series to this point. 
Satanstoe concludes with two alternative models of estate management concerning different philosophies of rent 
and durations of tenure; Mordaunt journeys to Ravensnest, in part, to renegotiate leases with all of his tenants, 
including the yeoman capitalist Newcome. However, the debate between Mordaunt and Thousandacres marks a 
qualitative shift in the novels’ thinking about contract.  While the former instances employ contract purely in terms 
of the lease—a device not incompatible with aristocratic land tenure, as we shall see in The Redskins—Mordaunt’s 
new position emphasizes contract’s centrality to a new political economic order. 
52 Karl Marx, Capital: A Critique of Political Economy, Vol. 3, Trans. David Fernbach.  Penguin Books (New York: 
1981), 934, emphasis mine. Moreover, according to Marx, this presupposes “a certain relative development of the 

https://rights.51
https://contract.50
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wage, economic contracts regulated by the state’s positive law, come about only with the breakup of 

“landlord” and “dependent” relation.  Capital, on this account, is antithetical to and replaces a regime of 

fundamentally unequal landowners and dependents with a levelled and “purely monetary” one of law 

and contract As it pertains to land ownership, Marx suggests that historically aristocratic 

custom gives way to liberal contract, though ownership remains in the hands of the land’s 

formerly aristocratic proprietors. 

Thus, we find Mordaunt Littlepage in this climactic moment not a repetition of Corny 

and the aristocratic “customary law between the landowner and dependent” for which he 

stands, but a turning towards the “firm rules of positive law” given by contract and its 

attendant problems of representation and consent.  Moreover, for Marx, this movement is 

inherently tied to the formation of cohesive classes, as this transformation “is not only 

necessarily accompanied, but even anticipated, by the formation of a class of non-possessing 

day-laborers, who hire themselves out for money.”53 In other words, Marx is arguing here that 

only once relationships like those between Corny and his prospective tenants in Satanstoe 

transform into ones in which contract—not patronage—holds together landowners and tenants 

can the groundwork be laid for a proletarian class and the wage relation, a phenomenon 

Cooper will explore at length in the trilogy’s next and final installment. Marx’s notion of a class 

of day-laborers is helpful for thinking through historical change in political economy in Cooper’s 

novels, in that Marx’ schema and Cooper’s trilogy both theorize the rise of capital in terms of 

world market, trade and manufacture” (935) making contract one important moment in capital’s dialectical 
unfolding.  
53 Ibid. Similarly, he also notes that with the transformation of “[t]he tiller” into the “mere tenant,” “is utilized, 
where general conditions of production are suitable, for the gradual expropriation of the old peasant possessor 
and the installation in his place of a capitalist farmer” (ibid.). 
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shifting relationships between landlord and tenant as well as the active role this residual social 

relation, altered in form but unchanged in content, plays in shaping the political and economic 

landscape. The transition that Mordaunt’s rhetoric registers ushers in both a liberal democratic 

political subject and a proletarian economic one (i.e. “non-possessing day-laborers”), indicating 

that the connection between democratic politics and capitalist development nascent in 

Newcome’s consulation with Mother Dortjee and the tenant meeting is becoming increasingly 

solidified in Cooper’s fictive (though ostensibly historical) setting. 

Just as his clandestine observation of the town meeting does earlier in The Chainbearer, 

Mordaunt’s unasked-for encounter with Thousandacres pits two opposed versions of 

democratic politics against each other, but on a grander scale.  On the one hand, the squatter 

espouses a politico-economic program that couples a radical democracy of appropriation with a 

critique of positive law’s tendency toward abstraction. On the other stands Mordaunt, 

representative of a vestigial aristocracy, but ultimately proponent of a more conservative liberal 

democracy grounded in contract and, as his adversary would say, “writin’s.” Though it may 

appear counterintuitive, just as in the earlier scene, too, the more radical version of democratic 

politics serves to further the interests of capitalist development. Of Mordaunt’s version of 

landed property that relies upon state power and contract, Marx argues actually inhibits 

capitalism’s flourishing.  Despite the persistence of private landed property within the capitalist 

mode of production, he claims, it runs counter to the “rationalization of agriculture” which 

accompanies a “reduction of landed property to an absurdity.”54 Thus, at least according to 

54 Ibid., 755.  Elsewhere, he notes that private, alienable property in land contradicts the development of 
capitalism.  See 948ff., et al. 
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Marx’ theory of ground-rent, Mordaunt’s liberalism stands as a barrier to capital while the 

squatter’s radical democracy catalyzes capital accumulation and its attendant class cohesion 

despite its ostensible resistance to it.55 The dialectic that animates the Littlepage trilogy has 

morphed yet again. When Mordaunt’s opposition changes from majoritarian party politics to 

radical producerism, his own position shifts from an aristocratic deference to status and 

principle towards being a mouthpiece of liberal contract theory. Moreover, the interaction 

between these two competing modes of political freedom evokes the specter of wage labor 

and (industrial) capitalist development, a specter whose presence will come to dominate 

political debates in the final novel of the trilogy. 

LIBERALISM SUPERSEDED: ANTI-RENTISM, CONTRACT, AND WAGE LABOR IN THE REDSKINS 

In what stands as the longest and, almost assuredly, driest novel in the trilogy, The 

Redskins gives us the final generation of Littlepages in Cooper’s present day and demonstrates 

the fulfillment of the dialectic between Littlepage aristocratic conservatism and various 

democratic challenges to its authority. As it plays out, aristocrats in the Littlepage mode and 

their ideas about a democratic political order serve as a vanishing mediator for a regime of 

capitalist wage laborer and industrialization, an end result to which Cooper is careful to point 

out aristocracy and Old World ideals contribute.56 As the prefaces to the earlier novels 

55 It is true that Thousandacres and his family do not, strictly speaking, fall under the rubric of capitalist 
appropriation and accumulation.  However, by associating them both with yeoman capitalist Jason Newcome and 
revealing their plans to exchange their lumber on the open market, the novel suggests that the ideology that they 
espouse and embody accords with capitalist development on a small scale (a scale we find in Lukacs, for instance) 
despite its open hostility to the constituted power which typically benefits from such development. 
56 In so doing, Cooper diagnoses about the Littlepage aristocracy what Hoang Gia Phan does about the figure of the 
bondsman, that is, a necessary precondition and vanishing mediator of a regime of capital and wage labor.  For 
Phan’s excellent analysis of bondage, emancipation, and capitalist ideology, see Phan’s Bonds of Citizenship: Law 
and the Labors of Emancipation, NYU Press (New York: 2013), esp. pp. 1-23.  

https://contribute.56
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promised, this novel finally takes up not merely the origins but the practice of anti-rent doctrine 

in upstate New York, one Cooper does not hesitate to call “not liberty, but tyranny in its worst 

form” chiefly because it threatens the organic order of society split between learned gentlemen 

and the masses he extolls in The American Democrat by insisting on democratic equality within 

and outside of politics as wells as rendering vast property holdings like the Littlepages’ (and the 

Coopers’) tenuous.57In much the same way that the previous two novels get their plot structure 

from prospective romance between the protagonist and a true woman figure—Corny and 

Anneke Mordaunt, Mordaunt and Dus Malbone—The Redskins purports to focus on the 

potential love interests of Hugh Littlepage, but finds itself falling again and again into debates 

and treatises about the legitimacy of rent, the respective meanings of feudalism and 

aristocracy, and the true nature of democracy.  Much of this political tension manifests in the 

ongoing political conflicts between Hugh, now Ravensnest’s proprietor, and the anti-rent 

“Injins” of the novel’s subtitle. Through the process of these rather repetitive debates between 

landlord and tenant, we witness yet another dialectical move in their respective political 

ideologies. While The Chainbearer saw a radical democratic vision pitted against a more 

conservative liberal contractualism, The Redskins registers a tension between an even stronger 

insistence on contract as the basis of all political and economic power and a corresponding anti-

rent position that—through a particularly levelling democratic ideology—works to forward the 

American transition from quasi-feudalism to capitalism, one that works to generate a cohesive 

class of wage laborers and complete the process that Satanstoe initiates. 

57 James Fenimore Cooper, The Redskins, or Indian and Injin, Stringer and Townsend (New York: 1853), iv.  Herein 
after cited parenthetically. 
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Unlike the previous two installments of the Littlepage trilogy which take place in a 

rather insulated geographical setting, The Redskins begins not in upstate New York, but rather 

on the continent: “My uncle Ro and myself had been travelling together in the East, and had 

been absent from home fully five years, when we reached Paris. For eighteen months neither 

of us had seen a line from America, when we drove through the barriers, on our way from 

Egypt, viâ [sic] Algiers, Marseilles, and Lyons” (7).58 This is not to say, however, that the United 

States and Ravensnest play no part in this European tour despite the absence of a “line from 

America.” Hugh’s uncle, he tells us, has been in Europe for some time because he has “nothing 

to do but to take care of a very ample estate, which was rapidly increasing in value by the 

enormous growth of the town of New York” (ibid.) from which he has been absent at least 

twenty years.  Thus, the Old World extravagance that the opening scene depicts depends in a 

very material way on Ravensnest’s “rapidly increasing value” and urban capitalist development 

signified by New York’s “enormous growth.” Thus, the novel opens by demonstrating a 

fundamental disconnection between the “very ample estate,” the economic development from 

which it receives its value, and its owners who benefit from this increase. 

Already, then, the Littlepages of this novel differ substantially from their forefathers, 

registering a fundamentally different—and decidedly less aristocratic—relationship to their 

landed property. While ancestors Corny and Mordaunt actively pursued the management and 

governance of their lands, Hugh and his uncle Ro remain content travelling throughout Europe 

58 This extended residence in Europe, of course and as with much of his fiction, resonates with Cooper’s own 
biography.  In the wake of a Cooperstown arson whose perpetrator remains unknown, Cooper acted upon a 
“resolution to leave America and sojourn in Europe” (Taylor 425).  More poignantly and hyperbolically, D.H. 
Lawrence asserts that “Fenimore stayed very safe inside the old skin: a gentleman, almost a European, as proper 
as proper can be. And, safe inside the old skin, he imagined the gorgeous American pattern of a new skin” in 
Studies in Classic American Literature, Penguin (New York: 1961), 59. 
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without any news from Ravensnest, without even “a line from America.” In this radical 

separation between ownership and possession that this opening scene dramatizes, the 

Littlepages of the 1840s represent a regime of property which does not depend on or support 

an organic social order or, more specifically, the feudal “relations of lordship and servitude.”59 

Furthermore, as Marx astutely—though somewhat hyperbolically—notes in his overview of 

rent’s history, this transformation “undoes the connection to such an extent that the landed 

proprietor can spend his entire life in Constantinople, while his landed property remains in 

Scotland.”60 The separation between Paris and Ravensnest mirrors the one that Marx posits 

between “Constantinople” and “Scotland,” and places the Littlepages squarely on the latter end 

of the transition between feudal and capitalist land ownership.  The transition from a quasi-

feudal social formation towards a capitalist one that The Chainbearer merely hints at has 

become the governing norm of The Redskins from its very beginning.  

This is not to say, however, that the capitalist mode of production has entirely 

superseded its aristocratic origins or that liberal democracy has become the law of the land at 

the Littlepage estate. News eventually reaches the travelling pair from America in which they 

learn of fermenting unrest in upstate New York regarding the legitimacy of the landlord-tenant 

relationship; the Anti- Rent war has begun.  After detailing the anti-rentism that followed in the 

wake of Stephen van Rensselaer’s death (though this momentous event is merely alluded to), 

Ro notes that the movement is growing: “the contagion has spread, until the greatest ills that 

59 Marx, 755 
60 Ibid. For another similar, though more rigorously philosophical account of property and the absence of 
possession as a requirement for its legitimacy, see Immanuel Kant, “The Universal Doctrine of Right” in Practical 
Philosophy, ed. Mary J. Gregor.  Cambridge UP (Cambridge: 1996), especially his strong claim that “The real 
definition of this concept …goes like this: something external is mine if I would be wronged by being disturbed in 
my use of it even though I am not in possession of it (not holding the object)” (403). 



        

     

 

   

       

           

          

        

        

      

            

        

Page 99 

have been predicted from democratic institutions, by their worst enemies, seriously menace 

the country. I am afraid, Hugh, I shall not be able to call New York, any longer, an exception to 

the evil example of a neighbourhood, or the country itself a glorious country” (26).  In response 

to this “contagion” and the political crisis that it produces—one that strikes at the very core of 

“democratic institutions”—the two Littlepages determine to return from their extended 

European tour to oversee the conditions at Ravensnest and defend their right to own its land 

from the incursions of anti-rent “Injins,” taking part once again in a debate over the nature of 

democratic politics and economic development. 

In fact, much of the oft-repeated debates between Hugh and his anti-rent tenants 

center exactly around the relationship between aristocracy and democracy, centering most 

particularly around the very meaning of the former term. Already prefigured in Cooper’s 

assertion in the preface that rent’s supposed “[feudal feature] is not to be found in the simple 

fact of paying rent…[or] that the rent is to be paid ‘in kind,’…and in labour” (vii), Hugh 

frequently and vehemently asserts that nothing about the relationship between landlord and 

tenant bears a feudal or aristocratic character. For example, when he and his uncle return to 

their property—rather unbelievably disguised as comic German stock characters—they 

encounter anti-renters who object to their lease’s legitimacy on grounds that it is 

fundamentally aristocratic.  As Ro puts it in his best German accent: “I hear in Europe how 

America ist a free lant, ant how efery man hast his rights; but since I got here dey do nothin’ but 

talk of barons, and noples, and tenants, and arisdograts, and all der bat dings I might leaf 

behind me, in der olt worlt” (141). Against this bifurcation of the aristocratic Old World and the 

“free lant” of the New, Joshua Brigham, a day laborer on one of the tenant’s farms, counters 
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that America “is a free land, and just the place for a poor man; or it will be, as soon as we get all 

the lords and aristocrats out of it” (137) effectively positing a continuity between “der olt 

worlt” and its institutions and the United States, deferring the realization of a truly free land. In 

response to these diametrically opposed positions, the tenant farmer, Tom Miller, confusedly 

admits, “I’m by no means sartain I know what an aristocrat is” (143).61 Much of the political 

tension of the novel pivots around this very issue, an attempt to establish the “true” meaning 

of aristocracy, sorting through the rhetorical posturing of the Littlepages and the anti-rent 

tenants. It is this debate, and its resolution that most fully articulates Cooper’s theory of the 

relationship between rank-ordered aristocracy and American democracy.62 

The most detailed and programmatic resolution—if one can call it that—of this thorny 

political question of properly defining that democratic gadfly aristocracy comes in the final 

chapter of the novel’s first volume. Still disguised, Hugh and his uncle attend an anti-rent 

lecture at the meeting house at Little Nest (the very same one upon which Newcome and the 

tenants voted in The Chainbearer). Throughout the speech, or at least what Hugh deigns to 

recount of it, the unnamed lecturer takes up and endorses radicalized versions of previous 

arguments that Jason Newcome and Thousandacres had previously espoused against Littlepage 

authority in one guise or another. After a brief denunciation of Hugh and his stark absence 

61 The narrator himself notes the ambiguity of the term in the political discourse of the period by pointing to 
geographical differences between country and city in the United States: “Lest this manuscript should get into the 
hands of some of those who do not understand the real condition of New York society, it may be well to explain 
that ‘aristocrat’ means, in the parlance of the country, no other than a man of gentleman-like tastes, habits, 
opinions and associations.  There are gradations among the aristocracy of the State, as well as among other men. 
Thus he who is an aristocrat in a hamlet, would be very democratic in a village; and he of the village might be no 
aristocrat in the town, at all” (194). 
62 This debate over the meaning of aristocracy was, in fact, part and parcel of American partisan political discourse 
dating back to at least the 1790s.  For example, the post-revolutionary Republican challenges to Federalist 
authority often relied upon a characterization of the latter as “latter-day Loyalists longing to replicate the British 
system of monarchy and aristocracy,” Taylor, 266. 

https://democracy.62
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from his own land “like a great European noble” (239), he elevates the squatter’s emphasis on 

possession as the sine qua non of property to a fundamental, natural law.  After quite 

predictably asserting that “[p]ossession’s good in law” (240) and indicting the Littlepages as “a 

privileged class” that “ought to be brought down to the level of gin’ral humanity” (241), the 

speaker waxes philosophical: 

Land is an element, and so is fire, and so is water, and so is air. Now, who will say that a 

freeman hasn’t a right to air, hasn’t a right to water and, on the same process, hasn’t a 

right to land?  He has, fellow-citizens—he has. These are what are called in philosophy 

elementary rights; which is the same thing as a right to the elements, of which land is 

one, and a principal [sic] one (ibid.).63 

Here, the squatter’s emphasis on possession gets some formalization, elevated to the level of 

“philosophy” grounded, much like Locke’s theory of appropriation, in the givenness of what he 

terms “element[s].” Moreover, land becomes the constituent right upon which all other rights 

that “fellow-citizens” enjoy—or should enjoy—is founded.  What was only nascent in 

Thousandacres’ critique of Mordaunt’s status as landlord becomes fully developed as a theory 

of democratic right—the appeal is to “fellow-citizens,” after all—grounded in every man’s 

direct ownership and possession of landed property. 

Moreover, just as Thousandacres’ surreptitious connection with Newcome and his 

aspirations to bring his lumber to market suggested a nascent complicity with capitalist 

development within his freedom of appropriation, the anti-rent lecture, too, stresses that this 

63 This line of argumentation bears a striking resemblance to those of land reform activist and noted anti-renter 
Thomas A. Devyr.  For more on Devyr, see note 22 above. 

https://ibid.).63
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radically democratic vision designed to promote “gin’ral humanity” furthers the interests of 

capitalist development.64 Far from the peaceful yeoman republic that his “elementary rights” 

might suggest, these rights extend beyond subsistence agriculture: “if there was no land to 

stand on, we should drop away from air, and couldn’t enj-y that; we should lose all our water in 

vapour, and couldn’t put it to millin’ and manafacterin’ purposes” (ibid.).  Again, what was 

nascent in the trilogy’s earlier moments historically comes to the fore. Tellingly, the speaker 

equates water not with the sustenance of human life or the maintenance of agricultural 

production, but rather “millin’ and manafacterin’,” two cornerstones of capitalist development, 

especially in its American instantiations. It is worth noting, too, that the squatter only 

concerned himself with the former, leaving the latter outside of the purview of his radical 

democracy.  Speaking in the 1840s, the lecturer makes clear that his agrarian vision supports 

not only the tenant farmers’ interests, but also the development of infrastructure that 

promotes industrialization.  Again, the anti-landlord democratic theory becomes an agent in 

capitalist economic development. 

64 In this way, both the squatter and the anti-rent ideologue register an understanding of the antebellum links 
between agriculture and capitalist markets and the friction these generated ideologically.  On the one hand, 
connection to markets and petty, household commodity production was necessary for the achievement and 
maintenance of an ideal of landed independence, or competence.  Indeed, Daniel Vickers has argued that “if the 
idealization of the ‘self-sufficient’ farmer of past centuries has any reality, it is as a sentimental invention of an 
industrializing world, and it would have puzzled [early American farmers] considerably,” “Competency and 
Competition: Economic Culture in Early America,” William and Mary Quarterly 47.1 (1990), pp. 3-29, 7.  On the 
other, however, the farmer—even in the period—held considerable ideological value in American political 
economy as an imaginary check on capitalist development, used as a cornerstone of idealized Jeffersonian yeoman 
republics, harmonious, small Yankee towns, and massive plantations alike.  For more on these competing uses of 
the figure of the farmer, see Richard Lyman Bushman, “A Poet, a Planter, and a Nation of Farmers,” Journal of the 
Early Republic 19.1 (1999), pp.1-14. Thus, Cooper’s dual challenges to landlord authority register the friction 
between the idealized portrayals of agriculture and their nascent capitalist practice.  However, unlike Vickers’ and 
Bushman’s analyses of Early Republican and antebellum farmers, which either stress their differences from their 
Old World counterparts or think their position ex nihilo, Cooper is sure to place both idealized and real farmers in 
conversation dialectically with Old World ideals and practices. 

https://development.64
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Finally, the speaker closes by expanding upon his political theory, demonstrating how 

liberty and equality accords with and are produced by both land reform and the attendant 

“millin’ and manafacterin’.” In typically anti-aristocratic fashion, he proclaims that “[n]either 

birth, nor law, nor edication, nor riches, nor poverty, nor anything else can ever make any 

difference in this principle, which is sacred, and fundamental, and is the chief stone of the 

corner in true Democracy” (243), effectively clearing the ground to construct a new vision of 

democratic equality. Against Newcome’s earlier theory with makes dissensus the grounds of 

freedom, the speaker reverses the terms, arguing that when the minority feels oppressed, “all 

[they have] to do, is to join the majority, to have things as they want ‘em. The road is free, and 

it is this open road that makes true liberty” (ibid.). Thus, “true liberty” as well as “true 

Democracy” depend not on a diversity of opinion that comprises the general will, but rather a 

common investment among “fellow-citizens” in farming and industrialization which alone 

constitutes freedom.  What the novel registers through this radical political rhetoric is a 

fundamental complicity between democratic political ideology and the ascendance of 

capitalism as the dominant mode of production. 

This link, or complicity, between capitalism and democracy becomes clearer when we 

consider when and how the figure of the wage laborer—one heretofore unknown in the 

trilogy—enters into both sides the novel’s many, often repetitive rhetorical contests. Just as 

the Marx of Capital, Vol. III solders the shift from custom to contract to a rise of a cohesive class 

of landless day laborers, Cooper deploys the figure of the wage laborer in conjunction with the 

Littlepages’ newfound respect for contract’s sanctity. Summarizing the outcomes of the Anti-

Rent War, an historian contends: “The difficulties of accumulating the property needed for 
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successful farming meant that landlessness, wage labor, and subtenancy remained prominent 

in the postleasehold economy.”65 As early as the preface, Cooper establishes that wage labor 

haunts all of the anti-rent debates because leases’ “destruction will necessarily condemn a 

numerous class of agriculturists, either to fall back into the ranks of the peasant or day-

labourer, or to migrate, as is the case with so many of the same class in New England” (xiii).  

According to the logic of this passage, social formations like Ravensnest are the only thing 

standing between tenant “agriculturalists” and the degraded position of “peasant or day-

labourer,” interestingly the same people who participate in the lecturer’s “manafacterin’.” 

Removal of the leases effectively constitutes an expropriation of the tenant population leaving 

them at the mercy of feudal bondage or capitalist exploitation.66 Hugh echoes this sentiment in 

the text proper, asserting that “they who want farms now…while shouting ‘equal rights,’…are, 

in fact, for preventing the poor husbandman from being anything but a day-labourer” (109-10). 

Both Cooper and Hugh Littlepage—representing the interests of an aristocratic social 

formation—evoke the proletarian figure of the “day-labourer” as the necessary consequence of 

anti-rentism, one that ends not in freedom and appropriation but landlessness and economic 

exploitation. 

On the other side of the anti-rent struggle and appropriating the identity of Satanstoe’s 

challenge to aristocrat authority and Ravensnest’s originary inhabitants, the Injins and their 

sympathizers evoke wage work to different ends. One of the more prominent and nefarious 

65 Huston, 203.  For brief overviews of wage labor’s development in relation to anti-rent struggle, see pp. 52-3 and 
115. 
66 For the classical political economy of the expropriation of peasants and the rise of wage-laboring proletarians, 
see Karl Marx, “So-Called Primitive Accumulation” in Capital, Vol. 1, Penguin (New York), 1977, pp. 871-940. 

https://exploitation.66
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anti-rent advocate in The Redskins comes in the character of Joshua Brigham, whom Hugh 

importantly describes originally as “one of the labourers who was unknown to me” (137) on his 

tenant, Tom Miller’s, farm. The significance of this moment of non-recognition is twofold. On 

the one hand, this points to a qualitative shift in the social structure of Ravensnest in which 

landless “labourers” form part of the political fabric of the estate, pointing to an increasing 

proletarian (or ur-proletarian) class.  On the other, his anonymity mirrors both the disjunction 

between Hugh and his property with which the novel opens and the rising market anonymity of 

nineteenth-century United States capitalism.  Joshua Brigham’s very presence, then, evokes the 

specter of wage work and industrialization, which he couples with an anti-aristocratic 

iconoclasm: “This is a free land, and just the place for a poor man; or it will be, as soon as we 

get all the lords and aristocrats out of it” (ibid.).  Brigham’s rhetoric places the wage laborer as a 

potentially revolutionary and democratizing force rather than a disastrous consequence of 

landlords’ social descent. 

A subsequent encounter between the still-disguised Hugh and Ro and Brigham 

generalizes this function of wage labor, making it a constituent element of anti-rent resistance 

writ large. In this chance encounter between the hired hand and disguised aristocrats, he 

attempts to persuade them to join the anti-rent Injins. Instead of appealing to the justness of 

the cause or the politics of land tenure, he somewhat inexplicably explains: 

We’ve got matters so nicely fixed now, that a chap can be an Injin without any paint at 

all, or any washin’ or scrubbin’, but can convert himself into himself ag’in, at any time, in 

two minutes. The wages is good and the work light; then we have rare chances in the 
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stores, and round about among the farms. The law is that an Injin must have what he 

wants, and no grumblin’, and we take care to want enough (193) 

The appeal of joining the Injins, then, is a kind of carnivalesque revelry of racial performance 

(without “washin’ or scrubbin’”) combined with an informal “law” of limitless appropriation.67 

Not content with these subversions of the social structure, however, he characterizes Injin 

practice as “work” done in exchange for “wages,” just as he performs on Miller’s tenant farm. 

Even the most radical and revolutionary of the fights against leasehold tenure takes the form of 

wage labor. It would seem that both the landlords and anti-rent tenants agree that the radical 

democratic ideology that underlies the struggle against leases works to beget an increasingly 

large class of wage workers, more fully developing the tangentially causal connection between 

democratic politics and capitalist economics from earlier scenes in Cooper’s trilogy.68 

67 For more on the importance of racial performance to the resistance, see Nelson, 162-6 in which she compellingly 
argues that the Injin performance of Indianness works to highlight the dymanics of settler colonial empire and 
republican government. These racial dynamics continue when Brigham is caught trying to set fire to Hugh’s house: 
“The cook used a dishcloth with so much dexterity, that the black-a-moor came out a white man, at the first 
application, and he was soon as clean as a child that is about to be sent to school, fresh from the hands of its 
nurse.  The removal of the disguise brought out the abashed and frightened physiognomy of Joshua Brigham, 
Miller’s hired man—or my hired man, in effect, as I paid him his wages” (2.109).  Again, as with the performative 
Indian-ness of the recruitment scene, Brigham others himself as a “black-a-moor” to commit his anti-rent deeds (a 
fact Nelson curiously elides), reinforcing the racial dynamics of their resistance (and perhaps suggesting a 
connection between settler empire and chattel slavery).  Furthermore, this scene of recognition reinforces his 
status as a “hired man,” while simultaneously revealing that Hugh, not Miller, doles out his wages, suggesting— 
just like his relationship to property more generally—that he has moved away from the aristocratic values of his 
ancestors and towards something that much more resembles a liberal democratic position.  It is also probably no 
coincidence that the other offender in this would-be arson is a descendant of yeoman capitalist and pseudo-
antagonist of the first two novels Jason Newcome, suggesting, once again, the role that democratic ideology and 
capitalism together play in overthrowing—or attempting to overthrow—aristocracy. 
68 One might here object that while Hugh asserts that the dissolution of the landlord tenant relation at Ravensrest 
will throw more proletarians on the labor market, Brigham and the Injins are merely using wage labor as a 
temporary tool to dismantle the leasehold system and usher in a kind of yeoman republic of freeholders. 
However, such an argument ignores that anti-rent demands are merely for the abolition of leases, not the 
redistribution of land necessarily, in which case Brigham and others like him would persist in being landless wage 
laborers. 

https://trilogy.68
https://appropriation.67


     

   

 

          

         

 

  
  

 

  
 

  
  

 

Page 107 

How, then, is Hugh as landlord to combat ideologically this revolutionary democratic 

impulse that seeks to dismantle his authority over the land and install some mixture of 

freeholding, wage labor, and industrial development (which curiously mirrors post-market 

revolution society)?  Building off of and strengthening the ideology that undergirds Mordaunt’s 

confrontation with Thousandacres, Hugh finds his answer in the contractualism of liberal 

democracy. With reference to landlords and tenants, Cooper is able to saliently chart the same 

development that Amy Dru-Stanley makes regarding freed slaves whereby “contract bec[omes] 

a dominant metaphor for social relations and the very symbol of freedom.”69 Echoing Cooper’s 

own assertion that “[t]he State is bound to make all classes of men respect its laws, and in 

nothing more so than in the fulfilment of their legal contracts” (ix), Hugh continually falls back 

on contract as the source of all political authority and social organization up to and including 

the leasehold tenures at Ravensnest.70 In the novel’s opening—perhaps the most ideologically 

rich portion of the text—Ro proclaims that anti-renters, 

69 From Bondage to Contract: Wage Labor, Marriage, and the Market in the Age of Slave Emancipation, Cambridge 
UP (Cambridge: 1998), x.  In her excellent study of the relationship between contract, slavery, and emancipation, 
she astutely shows how freed persons came to be interpellated into a regime of contract in response to their 
newly-found freedom (which came, in fact, to be conflated with the freedom to contract).  Rather than seeing 
emancipation as the prime mover, Cooper asserts that a dialectic between aristocratic and democratic political 
economies produces this regime of liberal contract.  In a slightly different key, Jonathan Levy has recently 
conceptualized the American movement from dependence to freedom turns upon the issue of self-ownership 
(required for any contractual politics) and one’s assumption of risk which concludes in “a vision of freedom that 
linked the liberal ideal of self-ownership to the personal assumption of ‘risk.’ In a democratic society, according to 
the new gospel, free and equal men must take, run, own, assume, bear, carry, and manage personal risks” in 
Freaks of Fortune: The Emerging World of Capitalism and Risk in America, Harvard UP (Cambridge: 2012), 5. 
Despite his personal familiarity with risk and the vicissitudes of the market, Cooper’s vision of liberal 
contractualism does not seem to account for risk, perhaps because his contractualism, unlike Levy’s, works to 
support relations of dependence colored by gentry ideals. 
70 For one of the few, brief mentions of the late Cooper’s affinity for contract, see Gretchen Murphy, “Contract, 
Adoption, and Sibling Incest: The Problem of Democratic Community in James Fenimore Cooper’s Wyandotté,” 
J19: The Journal of Nineteenth-Century Americanists, 4.1 (2016).  However, while Murphy claims that Cooper’s 
defense of contract in The Redskins merely serves to divert attention from structural inequality through the 
mechanism of formally and abstractly equal individuals, I would contend that it evolves in response to shifts in 
debates over the meaning of democracy across the trilogy.  Merely accusing Cooper (through the mouthpiece of 

https://Ravensnest.70
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forget that, until their leases were obtained, they had no right in their lands at all, and 

that what they have got is through those very leases of which they complain; take away 

the leases, and they would have no rights remaining.  Now, on what principle can 

honest men pretend that they have rights beyond the leases? (29) 

This defense of the lease and critique of anti-rent ideology depends purely upon the sanctity of 

contract. Any “right in…lands” requires and emerges solely from lease agreements made 

between landlord and tenant.  Further, there is no imaginable competing source or right, as no 

“honest men” can claim them outside of contract.71 The pushback against radical democracy in 

The Redskins comes not in the form of organic rank-order (as it does in Satanstoe and, to a 

great extent, The Chainbearer), but purely in liberalism’s contract.  Thus, the Littlepages of the 

1840s, given both their relation to landed property and defense of contract as the sine qua non 

of proper politics, are correct in asserting that they are not aristocrats at all, but rather 

proponents of a kind of classical liberalism. 

This connection between contract and civilization becomes eminently clear upon the 

resolution of the anti-rent struggle. After having his estate nearly set on fire, his distinctive pew 

in the church destroyed, and being confronted with the Injins’ demands, Hugh offers a stern 

warning to those who would fail to adhere to their contracts: 

Let it once be understood, in the country, that men can control their own indebtedness, 

and fashion contracts to suit their own purposes, by combinations and numbers, and 

Hugh) of holding a ham-handed, reactionary position neglects its subtlety and fails to account for the implications 
that The Redskins has for the relationship between capitalism and democracy. 
71 The Littlepage defense of contract ignores challenges to their landed aristocratic title that have preceded it and 
works to deny Indian sovereignty in rather predictable ways.  For a reading of Indian land claims in the trilogy, see 
Schachterle, 106 et al. 

https://contract.71
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pandemonium would soon be a paradise compared to New York. There is not a single 

just ground of complaint in the nature of any of these leases, whatever hardships may 

exist in particular cases (221-2). 

Contracts are not just leases in this passage, but extend to economic bargains (“indebtedness”), 

indicating that the contract serves as the foundation of politics and economy for Hugh. Further, 

they offer an abstract principle which stands regardless of “particular cases,” promoting a 

formal and abstract equality among citizens and economic actors that goes against the more 

radical democratic leanings of the anti-renters.  The message is clear: in order to avoid 

“pandemonium” in the United States, contracts must be enforced, even if against the collective 

wills of “combinations and numbers.” 

Importantly, unlike the capitalist leanings of anti-rent democracy we have seen, this 

more conservative democratic politics which upholds the sanctity of contract as a political and 

economic relation works to retard the progress of a pure, exploitative capitalist mode of 

production, at least according to the Littlepages. The liberal democracy for which Hugh serves 

as a mouthpiece preserves a higher class of citizens that “can independent of courts, as they 

can, have, do, and ever will in the face of democracy” (2.162).  Moreover, in addition to the 

predictable praise of the cultural benefits of this higher class that resonate with those of The 

American Democrat, he stresses the economic benefits of the landlord tenant relation: “Rich 

and poor we must have; and let any fair-minded man say whether he wish a state of things in 

which the first shall have no inducement to take an extended interest in real estate, and the 

last no chance to become agriculturists, except as hired laborers?” (ibid.).  According to this 

logic, it is only contract and the lease that preserves an anti-capitalist yeoman ideal of self-
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sufficient “agriculturists,” and staves off the degradation of “hired laborers” and the creation of 

a cohesive proletarian class. As with the previous confrontations between Littlepage 

“aristocracy” (the scare quotes now eminently justified) and radical democracy characterized by an 

anti-authoritarian populism and a Lockean freedom of appropriation, the latter serves to advance the 

interests of industrial capitalist development. 

This dialectical interplay between these two versions of democracy concludes with a split 

which realizes their ultimate incompatibility. Hugh, we are told, moves to Washington “for the 

express purpose of being favourably situated for trying the validity of the laws of the United 

States” (2.230). There, he will be able to resolve the questions that the novel has raised, in 

particular those related to contract and debt: “the covenants of his leases” and the “taxing of 

the landlord” (ibid.).  Cooper’s editor and protagonist, however, are not satisfied with this 

resolution that separates the radical anti-rentism and liberal contractualism by several hundred 

miles. The novel concludes: “I forgot to add, Mr. Littlepage significantly remarked at parting, 

that should Washington fail him, he has the refuge of Florence open, where he can reside 

among the other victims of oppression, with the advantage of being admired as a refugee from 

republican tyranny” (ibid.).  The United States, “significantly” it would seem, is no longer a place 

for somebody with a penchant for even the modicum of hierarchy and deference embodied in 

“covenants of…leases” and the relationships they can potentially sanction.  In the dynamic 

contest over the meaning of democracy and freedom, the interests which advance capitalist 

development and wage labor win out; liberalism, at least its classical variant, is relegated to Old 

World “Florence,” outside of the purview of United States political economy. 
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In summary, Cooper’s Littlepage trilogy registers the ever-shifting contest over both 

democratic politics and economic development at three distinct moments from white 

settlement to the Anti-rent Wars.  Though indicating a kind of capitalist seed already planted 

within the original settler moment, Cooper’s trilogy attempts to explain the development of 

industrial capitalism in the United States, the creation of a landless proletarian class, and the 

(supposed) effacement of an aristocratic one, at least of the gentry variety that the Cooper of 

the 1840s champions.  Importantly, as the trilogy unfolds each of the conflicts between the 

Littlepages and their more radical adversaries ends up favoring the latter, a democracy that 

fosters the capitalism’s ascendance at the expense of aristocracy’s political and economic 

power.  While Corny unquestioningly holds to an organic social order despite challenges from 

prospective capitalists, his descendants adhere increasingly to contract and liberalism against 

more radical strains of democratic thought. The transition from aristocracy to democracy in 

Cooper’s version of America both prefigures and serves as the condition of possibility for industrial 

capitalism and wage labor though not without input and influence from the Littlepages (and Coopers) of 

the world.  Their unfolding political and economic thought guides the terms of the conversation and 

curbs the influence of Thousandacre’s Lockean producerism, Newcome’s petty capitalism, and their 

attendant egalitarianisms. What begins as a fantasy of white settlement in the vein of the 

Leatherstocking Tales becomes a nightmare in which the civilizing forces of the frontier clash 

against more radical figures whose result is to sanction economic exploitation and bring 

democratic principles to promote and subtend American industrial capitalism, an outcome 

Cooper’s political thinking pushes wholeheartedly against but to which it unwittingly 

contributes. 
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What is remarkable about Cooper’s trilogy is that, in spite of his ham-handed 

conservatism and overt didacticism and elitism, he, like Brockden Brown before him, provides 

an expansive genealogy of industrial capitalism from the hinterland’s rural agriculture. Just as 

Edgar Huntly yokes together feudal peasants, speculative capitalists, and yeoman farmers on 

the Pennsylvania frontier, the Littlepage trilogy dramatizes clashes between proto-

industrialists, self-styled aristocrats, and tenant farmers to present a systematic political 

economy, elaborating on Brown’s insight about the inherent, and often disastrous, connections 

between old and new social forms. That Cooper’s novels elicit an intense concern with these 

issues is perhaps not surprising given his biography and political treatise. However, they 

emerge yet again—the ideal of an American aristocracy most forcefully—the following decade 

in two works of the American Renaissance which are decidedly less polemical: first in Nathaniel 

Hawthorne’s The House of the Seven Gables, and shortly after in Herman Melville’s Pierre. 
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Chapter 3: Fallen Aristocrats: Democracy, Capitalism, and the Transition in Melville and 

Hawthorne 

In 1851, leading antebellum political economist Henry Charles Carey published perhaps 

his most substantial work of political economy, The Harmony of Interests: Agricultural, 

Manufacturing, and Commercial. In this text, Carey argues strongly for a political agenda of 

economic protectionism, championing the U.S. implementation of protective tariffs to combat 

the evils of the laissez-faire trade that he identifies with England.  Nowhere is his endorsement 

of tariffs stronger or more evident than in the book’s final chapter, “How Protection Affects the 

Nation,” in which he takes up a political crisis whose root cause Carey believes to be economic.  

A decade before in 1840, he contends that “[d]emocracy had changed sides, and the people did 

not go with it,” because of Martin Van Buren’s laissez-faire economic policies that “tend[ed?] to 

the separation of the consumer from the producer, to the impoverishment of the land and its 

owner,” while contributing to Great Britain’s global hegemony.1 This disjunction between 

“democracy” and “the people” whom the system purports to represent leads to a crisis in the 

meaning of democracy itself.  Rather than ascribing the crisis to “minor causes,” as Carey claims 

is common fashion, he contends that one “can scarcely fail to see that it was due to the fact 

that the party styled Democratic had espoused a course of policy that tended to diminish the 

value of labor, to degrade the laborer, to depress the democracy at home, and to maintain the 

aristocracy abroad.”2 Carey, in other words, argued that Atlantic World politics comprises 

democracy and aristocracy struggling over labor’s value; the political is the economic. What 

1 Henry C. Carey, The Harmony of Interests: Agricultural, Manufacturing and Commercial, J.S. Skinner (Philadelphia: 
1850), 226 
2 Carey, Harmony of Interests, 226 
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began as a treatise on economy, “policy” and “the value of labor,” becomes nothing less than 

an indictment of American democracy in practice, that tends towards the strengthening of 

“aristocracy abroad” at the expense of “democracy at home,” because of misguided economic 

policy.  Carey’s economic protectionism undergirds a political theory of global antagonism 

between prior modes of social organization and contemporary democratic ones—aristocracy 

versus democracy. 

In this chapter I read Carey’s Whiggish political economy, which stresses teleological and 

harmonious development of capitalism and democracy in the United States, against midcentury 

complications of his position. First, I outline Carey’s Harmony in more detail, demonstrating 

how it deploys the specter of feudalism and aristocracy to stress the United States’ democratic 

and capitalist freedom. Against this worldview, I outline Karl Marx’ critique of Carey, placing his 

thinking in a transatlantic intellectual context, and setting up the terms of the political 

economic debate to which two American authors, Nathaniel Hawthorne and Herman Melville 

indirectly respond. In the former’s House of the Seven Gables and the latter’s Pierre, or the 

Ambiguities, each author details an aristocratic family and their encounter with liberal capitalist 

modernity.  Each novel complicates and nuances understandings of the linkages between Old World 

institutions, aristocratic ideals, capitalism, and democracy from the texts of political economy through 

their use of the figure of the aristocrat and their social position antithetical to both capitalist production 

and democratic politics.  By reading each of these texts, we see that each author, unlike either political 

economist, historicizes American political economy dialectically, stressing the centrality of an aristocratic 

class to its continuing development. 

Carey’s Harmony presents perhaps the most influential and sophisticated American 

political and economic theory at midcentury. At its heart, an antagonism between political 
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systems animates the whole of Carey’s thinking about politics, which he outlines most 

meticulously several chapters prior in “How Protection Affects the Political Condition of Man.” 

In that chapter, Carey defines and contrasts the subjects of these two political economic 

systems by juxtaposing free democratic citizens and the plebian slave: “The freeman chooses 

his employer, sells his labor, and disposes of the proceeds at his pleasure. The slave does none 

of these things. His master takes the produce of his labor, and returns him such portion as suits 

his pleasure.”3 The “freeman” of democratic—and quite obviously capitalist—social 

organization becomes a foil to both the “slave” and the “master” of aristocratic configurations. 

Freedom, for Carey, is the freedom for a man to “sell[] his labor” and “choose[]his employer,” 

nothing more.4 Against this particularly capitalist definition of (political) freedom, Carey places 

the slavery of feudalism and its attendant aristocracy: 

India is poor, and the many are slaves to the few. So is it in Ireland. Freedom there is 

unknown. The poor Irishman, limited to the labors of agriculture, desires a bit of land, 

and he gives the chief part of the product of his year’s labor for permission to starve 

upon the balance, happy to be permitted to remain on the payment of this enormous 

rent.5 

3 Carey, Harmony of Interests, 213. Interestingly, Carey’s slavery is not the American South’s black chattel slavery, 
but rather a generalized and deracialized absolute servitude.  On the one hand, his biography (his father was born 
in Ireland) and project (an abstract justification of protectionism in general) would suggest that this erasure could 
have been just a product of focus or emphasis.  On the other, however, his commitment to labor’s value would 
seem to require it. 
4 For a current account of the nineteenth-century’s tendency to conflate political and economic freedom, see John 
Lauritz Larson, The Market Revolution in America: Liberty, Ambition and the Eclipse of the Common Good, 
(Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 2009) in which he argues that, [a]fter the market revolution, ‘hard-headed’ economic 
logic sought to dominate the process of evaluating all things.  Individual identity dissolved into anonymity, 
commitment into contract, vocation into work, a living into a wage” (9). 
5 Carey, Harmony of Interests, 213 
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Again, Carey emphasizes the global, opting to highlight the slavery of quasi-feudal “India” and 

“Ireland” rather the American South’s obvious example, for instance, allowing for the potential 

that American society promotes freedom and falls squarely on the democratic side of his 

dichotomy. Further, he highlights that this unfreedom is not merely economic but also political. 

Not only does the tenant farmer need to give his lord “the chief part…of his year’s labor,” he 

also is “happy” to remain statically in this realm of slavery, outside of the political sphere 

proper.  From these two passages, we see that Carey views history as a continuous process that 

leads from the poor slavery of aristocratic feudalism to the wealth-generating freedom of 

capitalist democracy (though, as we have seen, societies are always in danger of regression).6 

The global reach of England’s free trade impedes the progress of democracy the world over, 

hindering the political condition of the United States. 

Carey’s insights just as their geographic scope implies, were not contained within the 

American intellectual scene, but rather received a response from the nineteenth-century’s 

foremost economic thinker, Karl Marx.  In a little-read fragment of the Grundrisse 

posthumously entitled “Bastiat and Carey,” Marx launches a powerful critique of Carey’s 

harmony of interests theory despite conceding wryly that he represents “the only original 

economist among the North Americans.”7 For Marx, Carey’s error lies not so much in his 

division of English aristocracy and American (potential) democracy, but the limited, American 

6 Carey’s economic theory echoes Whig political rhetoric of the 1840s which ,in opposition to that of the 
Jacksonian Democrats, stressed the salutary effects of technology and the inherent perfectability of humanity. 
Capitalist enterprise becomes the means through which freedom and democracy are realized. For an excellent 
overview of this politics of redemption and self-improvement, see Daniel Walker Howe, The Political Culture of 
American Whigs, The U of Chicago P (Chicago: 1979), esp. 69-95 in which he outlines their worldview that history 
(especially American history) is fundamentally a history “of gradual improvement in the human condition, of 
increasing political liberty, increasing power over nature, higher moral standards, [and] a richer quality of life” (73). 
7 Karl Marx, Grundrisse, Trans. Martin Nicolaus, Penguin (London: 1973), 884 
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standpoint from which he begins his analysis: “Carey … articulates the specific national 

development of the United States, their antithesis to and competition with England. This takes 

place in the naïve form of suggesting to the United States that they destroy the industrialism 

propagated by England, so as, by protective tariffs, to develop the same more rapidly 

themselves.”8 Marx contends that Carey’s naivete lies in a misunderstanding of the world 

market and its interconnectedness; against Carey’s teleology, Marx posits a dialectic Precisely 

because of his positioning within “the specific national development of the United States,” 

Carey is unable to offer a nuanced account of capitalism’s transcendence and instead espouses 

a “naïve” understanding whereby economic growth in the United States depends upon the 

destruction of “the industrialization propagated by England,” its attendant financial aristocracy, 

and the colonial system more generally. According to Marx, the limited geographical scope of 

Carey’s investigation and its confinement to the nation-state leads him not only to this 

simplified view of international economic development, but also to a denial of the historical 

change that subtends the capitalist order he celebrates. 

Marx hones in on this amnesia by characterizing Carey’s romanticized version of the 

United States economy as one that is fantastically possible to isolate from attendant changes in 

the world market. His environment is that of “a country where bourgeois society did not 

develop on the foundation of the feudal system, but developed rather from itself; where this 

society appears not as the surviving result of a centuries-old movement, but rather as the 

starting-point of a new movement.”9 Rather than seeing a transition, a “develop[ment],” from 

8 Marx, Grundrisse, 886 
9 Marx, Grundrisse, 884 
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“the feudal system” to “bourgeois society,” Carey sees merely a self-contained bourgeois order, 

a pure “starting-point” without historicity.10 This static and ahistorical conception of the 

American political and economic systems misses precisely the historical character of global 

capital and “the grandest terrain where they appear, the world market” (886).  As Marx 

succinctly puts it: “Carey’s generality is Yankee universality. France and China are equally close 

to him” (888).11 From the development of Marx’ argument, we see that Carey’s misrecognition 

of American capital’s history, his “Yankee universality,” constitutes a repression of Old World 

institutions’ influence—“a centuries-old movement” away from the “feudal system”—on 

United States social formations. In short, Marx demonstrates that Carey’s attempt to isolate 

aristocracy from democracy, prosperous global capitalism from colonial slavery, willfully 

disregards both the role that Old World institutions have to play in capitalist development and 

their survival within the capitalist order as they evince themselves on the world market.12 

Outside of and prior to this debate in midcentury political economy, two authors of the 

American Renaissance take up these antimonies of “Yankee universality” and the “world 

10 This is not to say that Carey himself does not offer any account of capitalism’s origins.  For such an account, see 
his chapter on “How Protection affects Population” in which he traces the origins of capital accumulation back to 
“the solitary settler of the West…with both axe and spade” who eventually—through combination—gives rise to 
the “city, and better soils…cultivated for the supply of its markets, while the railroad facilitates exchanges with 
towns and cities more distant” (87). 
11 In other words, Marx contends not only that Carey lacks specificity—either geographical or historical—but also 
that this generality is inherently colored by his particular Yankee perspective which becomes the grounds from 
which he theorizes his entire political economic system. This “Yankee Universality” is not American 
exceptionalism, however, as the latter implies, and in fact requires, the kind of difference that Carey represses. 
12 For a critique of Marx’ treatment of Carey, see David Kazanjian, The Colonizing Trick: National Culture and 
Imperial Citizenship in Early America, Minnesota (Minneapolis: 2003). Kazanjian compellingly argues that 
“Marx…fails to formulate an extensive critique of Carey’s work…seems at times to be taken with Carey…. [and] 
does not consider the rich implications of this paradoxically particularized universality [“Yankee universality”]” 
(215).  However, while I subscribe to Kazanjian’s astute critique of Marx, I am more interested in tracing the ways 
in which United States literary production intervenes in contemporary debates in political economy rather than 
entering into the debates themselves. 

https://market.12
https://historicity.10
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market,” aristocracy and democracy, the Old World and the New on American soil. Published 

just prior to Carey’s Harmony of Interests, Nathaniel Hawthorne’s The House of the Seven 

Gables (1851) and Herman Melville’s Pierre (1852) narrativize and complicate the transition 

from feudalism (or at least a rough approximation of it) to bourgeois society that Marx 

identifies as Carey’s glaring blind spot, demonstrating that far from developing independent of 

and superseding Old World institutions, United States capitalism and politics are the products 

of historically prior social institutions whose influence persists into the present and will 

continue to do so. Through their depictions of modernizing forces of the economic and political 

spheres and their effects on the aristocracy, these novels think through the meaning of vestigial 

American institutions as well as the democratic and capitalistic historical forces that bring about 

its demise.  

Thus, we find in Hawthorne and Melville’s nearly simultaneous works a concern with 

contemporary issues of political economy—aristocracy, democracy, and the transition between 

the two.  Both novelists register the centrality of democratic ideology to United States 

capitalism and its development. Furthermore, by employing fiction to do so, they are able to 

dramatize it in its effects in more sophisticated ways than either Carey or Marx; rather than 

taking the present political economic situation as a given from which to extrapolate theory, 

both House and Pierre think through the conjunction of democracy and capitalism through 

aristocratic characters’ encounters with each system and their subsequent attempts to 

accommodate each despite their social role’s contradiction to each. They do not come to the 

same conclusions, however. Whereas for Hawthorne, the American aristocracy can reconcile 

with liberal capitalism’s modernity through land tenure and everyday transactions, Melville’s 
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transition ushers in a nightmarish regime of wage labor whose irrestible and dominating force 

compels all of his characters to choose either to assent to capitalist social relations or die. 

HAWTHORNE’S APPLES: FEUDALISM, CAPITALISM, AND PROPERTY IN LENOX 

Reading Hawthorne alongside the issues that Marx and Carey raise later in the decade 

runs counter to the dominant critical traditions in reading the novel and his oeuvre more 

generally. On the one hand, recent scholarship on Seven Gables has tended to focus on the 

importance of blood and its circulation, likening it to antebellum discourses about racial 

biologism. For example, Robert S. Levine suggests that the text “poses a surprising challenge to 

the Anglo-Saxonist and exceptionalist assumptions of mid-nineteenth-century U.S. (literary) 

nationalism.”13 By focusing on the aristocratic obsession with bloodlines and the inherent 

difficulty in so doing, Seven Gables, according to Levine, undermines Young American racist 

assumptions about Anglo-Saxon purity that supported their expansionist vision. On the other 

hand, an older tradition consisting of such critics as T. Walter Herbert and Gillian Brown, and 

Hawthorne’s work more generally, as a celebration of middle-class femininity and its ability to 

both assuage the ills of capitalism and foster a democratic policy.  In a New Historicist key, 

Herbert notes that Hawthorne demonstrates how aristocratic values corrupt the institution of 

the family while middle-class familial relations yoke together a self-sufficient man of democratic 

13 Robert S. Levine, Dislocating Race and Nation: Episodes in Nineteenth-Century American Literary Nationalism, 
North Carolina (Chapel Hill: 2008), 123. Levine further notes the difficulty of tracing the Pyncheon line of the 
story’s present back to the patriarchal Colonel which further works to undermine any claim to the certainty of 
racial identity.  For other readings of the racial politics of Seven Gables along similar lines, see Jeffory Clymer, 
Family Money: Property, Race, and Literature in the Nineteenth Century, Oxford UP (Oxford: 2013), 64-70; Shawn 
Michelle Smith, American Archives: Gender, Race, and Class in Visual Culture, Princeton (Princeton: 1999), esp. 
30ff., and David Anthony, “Class, Culture, and the Trouble with White Skin in Hawthorne’s The House of the Seven 
Gables,” The Yale Journal of Criticism, 12:2 (1999), 249-268. 
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politics and a true woman.14 While both schools of thought draw our attention to particular 

aspects of the text’s politics, each has a tendency to overlook that these categories—race and 

gender—arise in their ideological functions in part as a response to the ideology of equality that 

democracy and capitalism promote and require.15 Furthermore, Seven Gables is very much 

concerned with an aristocratic order and its relationship to democratic theory and practice, 

something for which readings grounded in race and gender ideology fail to account.  By 

memorializing a dying aristocratic class in Salem, House simultaneously theorizes the origins of 

United States capitalism both in terms of its relationship to Old World institutions and the 

transatlantic world.16 Just as Marx highlights these institutions’ importance to the United 

States’ capitalism, Hawthorne contends that aristocracy persists alongside democracy—at least 

for a time (something Carey would vehemently deny)—the Pyncheon family, their ties to 

English land grants and nobility, continually confront and negotiate the nascent capitalism and 

Jacksonian democracy of Salem’s plebian crowd. Beyond mere persistence, it is only through 

aristocratic participation in both the banalities of everyday capitalist exchange and democratic 

14 T. Walter Herbert, Dearest Beloved: The Hawthornes and the Making of the Middle-Class Family, California 
(Berkeley: 1995), 92.  For similar accounts of the novel’s gender politics, see Joel Pfister, The Production of Personal 
Life: Class, Gender, and the Psychological in Hawthorne’s Fiction, Stanford (Stanford: 1992), esp. 151-160; Gillian 
Brown, Domestic Individualism: Imagining Self in Nineteenth-Century America, California (Berkeley: 1990), 63-95, 
and Teresa Goddu, “The Circulation of Women in The House of the Seven Gables,” Studies in the Novel, 23.1 (1991), 
119-127. 
15 For an excellent overview of the relationship between liberal democratic formal and abstract equality and 
identity politics, see Wendy Brown, States of Injury: Power and Freedom in Late Modernity, Princeton UP 
(Princeton: 1996), especially “Rights and Losses,” 96-134. 
16 For a reading that does justice perhaps most fully to the romance’s exploration of transitions, see Holly Jackson, 
“The Transformation of American Family Property in The House of the Seven Gables,” ESQ: A Journal of the 
American Renaissance, 56:3 (2010), 269-292.  While astute in its account of property’s instability in the Early 
Republic and subsequent reification in family lines in the antebellum period, this account downplays the longer 
history of property that operates within the text, one that attempts to think the rise of capitalism as such. 

https://world.16
https://require.15
https://woman.14
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politics’ everyday work that Hawthorne’s antebellum society can supersede its dependence on 

rank-order and hierarchies, ushering in a more properly democratic future.  

The question of property’s place in politics and aristocracy’s influence over both is not 

confined merely to Hawthorne’s novelistic imagination in the period directly surrounding Seven 

Gables’ composition.  All of these hallmark concerns of political economy haunt his letters from 

mid-1850 through the end of 1851. For example, in a letter dated April 13th, 1850, Hawthorne 

wrote to his best friend, lawyer and businessman Horatio Bridge, opening with a desultory 

homage to his “oldest and friendliest critic,” but soon launching in to a scathing assessment of 

the “Salem people.”17 Styling himself “their most distinguished citizen,” Hawthorne outlines a 

political wrong he has suffered at the hands of the masses, namely his removal from 

appointment as a surveyor at the customhouse in Salem: “They certainly do not deserve good 

usage at my hands, after permitting me…to be deliberately lied down, not merely once, but at 

two separate attacks, on two false indictments, without hardly a voice being raised in my 

behalf; and then sending one of the false witnesses to Congress, others to the State legislature, 

and choosing another as their mayor” (SL 144). Blaming his besmirched character on electoral 

politics ranging from the local to the federal, Hawthorne justifies any unflattering of the 

electorate both in this letter and in his fiction. What Hawthorne outlines is a problem with 

United States democracy itself; a problem with his “fellow-citizens” the “Salem people” 

becomes a problem of election and representation.  In addition to “deliberately” allowing his 

reputation to be slandered, they instantiate and repeat this wrong in political institutions, 

17 Selected Letters of Nathaniel Hawthorne, ed. Joel Myerson, Ohio State U (Columbus: 2002), 144. Herein after 
cited parenthetically as SL 
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“Congress,” “State legislature,” and the “mayor[ship].”18 Just as he was beginning to compose 

The House of the Seven Gables, Hawthorne was embroiled in what he saw as a political scandal 

(interestingly he had also just borrowed a significant sum of money from lawyer and sometimes 

landlord George S. Hillard, aligning him with the debt and economic instability that American 

market capitalism was making increasingly prevalent)19 that pitted him against “the people,” his 

“fellow-citizens” of Salem’s democratic polis. As we shall see, however, he was not so deeply 

distrustful of democracy when it is pitted against other social formations such as genteel 

aristocracy and feudal lordship. 

While politics and economics separately occupy the beginning of Seven Gables’ 

composition, a properly politico-economic issue that combines property, capitalist exchange, 

and political rights emerges just before its publication. At least partially in reaction to the 

political disgust that Hawthorne expresses in his letter to Bridge, he and Sophia moved to Salem 

and rented a cottage from William Aspinwall Tappan’s estate. Though offered the house rent 

free, “Hawthorne…insisted on paying at least a modest rental” which he negotiated to four 

years at seventy-five dollars.20 Despite the agreement between the Hawthornes and the 

Tappans, the seeming absence of an explicit contractual agreement gave rise to an ostensibly 

18 For more on Hawthorne’s distrust of political –isms and its manifestation in his fiction, see Larry J. Reynolds, 
Devils and Rebels: The Making of Hawthorne’s Damned Politics, U of Michigan (Ann Arbor, 2010), esp. 174ff. in 
which he likens mesmerism in Seven Gables to the control that political ideologies work on the too-easily-deceived 
public and David Grant, “The Death of Anti-Whiggery in The House of the Seven Gables,” ESQ: A Journal of the 
American Renaissance, 63.1 (2017), 79-117 in which he argues that the novel presages the (politically salutary) 
supersession of the two-party system.  For a similar point about politics in Hawthorne outside of Seven Gables, see 
Stacey Margolis, The Public Life of Privacy in Nineteenty-Century American Literature, Duke (Durham: 2005), esp. 
17-50 in which she indicates that Hawthorne’s next novel, The Blithedale Romance evinces a distrust and critique 
of party politics and the fate of the individual political subject. 
19 SL 143. Further, in May of the following year he notes in a letter to Elizabeth Palmer Peabody that he could not 
take out a life insurance policy because they are “for persons with regular income, who have a surplus, and can 
calculate precisely what it will be” (SL 152). 
20 James R. Mellow, Nathaniel Hawthorne in His Times, Houghton Mifflin (Boston: 1980), 317-8. 

https://dollars.20
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minor property dispute. In a rather lengthy letter dated September 5th, 1851, Hawthorne wrote 

to William’s wife Caroline Sturgis regarding the exact nature of his rights to the cottage 

property: “questions of disputed boundary are very ticklish ones, whether between nations or 

individuals” (SL 153). The “disputed boundary” in question is the one separating the 

Hawthornes rental from the larger Tappan estate, most importantly the apple orchard that 

stood adjacent to both and the apples that Sophia and Nathaniel assumed to be their own. 

Rather than couch his argument in friendly terms, asking that the Tappans allow he and 

his wife access to the fruit or apologizing for overstepping the bounds of their tacit agreement, 

Hawthorne almost immediately launches into a diatribe about the nature of property rights and 

their relation to capitalist exchange. Placing favors against rights as foundations of the social 

bond, Hawthorne continues: 

in view of the infirmities of human nature in general and my especial infirmities, and 

how few people are fit ever to receive kindness…I infinitely prefer a small right to a 

great favor. It was this feeling that made me see the necessity of a sum stipulated in the 

way of rent, between Mr. Tappan and myself. The little difficulty in which we not find 

ourselves…will instruct me in all future cases to have my rights more sharply defined 

than they are now (SL 154) 

In this brief exposition of this “little difficulty,” Hawthorne outlines a political theory grounded 

in liberal self-sufficiency in which exchange and private property serve to yoke people together, 

guaranteeing and circumscribing their individual political rights. From the first, he makes clear 

that these words are not limited to the present dispute or his own particularities (his “especial 

infirmities”), but rather “human nature in general,” raising his comments to the level of Marx’ 
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and Carey’s political economies and signaling comment on the relationship between capitalist 

economics and democratic politics.21 Further, this passage juxtaposes two alternative modes of 

granting privileges, the “right” and the “favor,” which correspond to two different social 

formations, namely liberalism and aristocracy. While the “right” dominates the ideological 

discourse of liberal democracy, the “favor” points backwards to a rank-order, aristocratic 

society—something the Hawthorne of this letter eschews. The mediating term between the 

“right” and the “favor” in the passage is clearly exchange, as Hawthorne indicates that his 

desire for rights informed “the necessity of a sum stipulated.”22 He further underscores this 

intertwinement of rights and capitalist exchange in the letter’s conclusion, asserting that he 

“had bought his rights,” and that “[t]he right of purchase is the only safe one” (SL 155). By 

asserting that rights are indeed the product exchange and that, furthermore, the “right of 

purchase” is the only one that can be guaranteed (implicitly political ones cannot) Hawthorne 

implies that exchange itself undergirds liberal democracy.  

While this passage from favors to rights might appear to be one in which twin 

modernizing forces, capitalist exchange and democratic equality, combine to supersede a rank-

ordered eighteenth-century one in the antebellum period, Old World institutions continue to 

inform Hawthorne’s conception of this transition. Furthering his argument with Mrs. Tappan, 

he cites precedent, noting that “[l]ast year no question of this nature was raised; our right 

21 In Mellow’s brief discussion of this incident, he contends that this is Hawthorne in “his anticapitalistic mood” in 
which he personally “perhaps felt a certain resentment at being the recipient of any implied charity from the more 
affluent Tappans” (380).  While a compelling guess, I would contend that if one teases the rhetoric of his letter, we 
find that its sentiments are hardly anti-capitalistic, as we shall see. 
22 In order to underscore the exchangeability of rights, Hawthorne repeats: “Undoubtedly, by consenting to receive 
money from me, Mr. Tappan did invest me with certain rights, and among the most evident of them I consider the 
property in the fruit” (SL 154). 

https://politics.21
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seemed to be tacitly conceded, and if you claimed or exercised any manorial privileges, it never 

came to my knowledge” (SL 154).  Hawthorne’s assertion that his and Sophia’s “right” to the 

garden was “tacitly conceded” falls right into line with the liberal democratic exchangeability of 

rights that he expresses earlier in the letter as well as the common law dictum whereby 

customary use can serve as the criterion of ownership.  However, by invoking “manorial 

privileges” he casts himself not as a democratic subject, but in the position of the feudal 

peasant whose lord can “claim[] or exercise[]” rights over him against any brand of tacit 

consent.  By harkening back to an historically prior social arrangement, Hawthorne suggests 

that despite the ostensibly contractual exchange agreement between landlord and tenant, 

elements of the old order of feudal lordship persist within and undergird his liberal democratic 

ideals. This kernel of feudalism emerges again after Hawthorne argues that in planting one part 

of the garden does not diminish his right to the rest of it: “It never came into my mind that I 

should lose the most valued part of the demesne by failing to plant it” (SL 154).  Crucial here is 

his reference to the Tappan land as “the demesne,” a term associated with Anglo-Saxon feudal 

land tenure rather than yeoman freeholders or capitalist speculators.23 Again, Hawthorne’s 

language points to a feudal aristocratic kernel at the heart of both liberal democratic politics 

and capitalist exchange, a kernel grounded—at least in this instance—in land tenure. Against 

an American political economy that theorizes the American experience at a great distance from 

23 The Oxford English Dictionary notes that “demesne” typically is “[a]pplied either to the absolute ownership of 
the king, or to the tenure of the person who held land to his own use, mediately or immediately from the king,” 
"demesne, n.". OED Online. September 2016. Oxford University Press. Here, I diverge from Mark Rifkin who argues 
that Seven Gables—and Hawthorne more generally—offers a critique of speculation in the name of Lockean 
producer ethos in his Settler Common Sense: Queerness and Everyday Colonialism in the American Renaissance, 
Minnesota (Minneapolis: 2014), esp. 43-57. 

https://speculators.23
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the Old World’s, Hawthorne identifies a structural dependence of the former on the latter. For 

Hawthorne, nineteenth-century America’s democracy find lords and peasants in its prehistory. 

From this dispute with the Tappans, we see a Hawthorne that prefigures Marx’ 

treatment of the transition in “Bastiat and Carey.” Just as Marx points to the global optic of the 

“world-market” in order to demonstrate the intertwinement of Old World feudalism and New 

World democratic institutions, Hawthorne demonstrates the coexistence of “rights” and 

“favors,” exchange and “the demesne,” which remain in tension with each other, a tension that 

animates United States political economy. Against the kind of transhistorical, quasi-feudal 

arrangement Hawthorne imagines he and Tappan to have, Hawthorne’s Seven Gables puts 

history in motion both in order to explore the origins of the kind of system that the Tappans 

have arranged complete with “demesne” and “manorial privilege[]” and to imagine the 

dialectical effects that capitalist development and democratic ideology will have on it. This 

drama between Hawthorne the tenant, advocate of exchange and democratic ideals, and 

Tappan the landlord, hangover from an Old World order, enacts in miniature the central conflict 

of The House of the Seven Gables. However, unlike in Hawthorne’s biography, the stakes are 

not merely a basket of apples and a government appointment but the fate of aristocracy within 

his contemporary United States and its growing capitalist democracy. 

EXCHANGING ARISTOCRACY: DEMOCRACY, FAVORS, AND CENT-SHOP CAPITALISM 

The House of the Seven Gables opens with a moment of transition akin to the one that 

Marx and Hawthorne detail in the Grundrisse and the letter to Mrs. Tappan respectively. After 

a chapter detailing the history of the Pyncheon family, their “rank, wealth, and eminent 
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character,”24 as well as that of their home, and its “Gothic fancy” which hides more intrigue 

than a “gray, feudal castle” (H 10-1), the narrator notes a singular feature of the house that 

undercuts the aristocratic pretensions of both it and the Pyncheon family.25 Against the 

“romantic and picturesque” Seven Gables, “under the impending brow of the second story, and 

contiguous to the street, was a shop-door” (H 28).  Thus, mediating between the aristocratic 

enclave of the Pyncheon mansion and the “street” of the public sphere sits “a shop-door,” a 

place—if not of capital accumulation—of market exchange. Just as in Hawthorne’s letter to 

Mrs. Tappan, exchange, the commons that “the street” evokes, and an older social 

arrangement celebrating “rank…and eminent character,” intertwine at the beginning of the 

novel, and exchange is the medium of transition between these two worlds. 

Unlike in the letter to Tappan, however, the origin of this architectural anomaly is not a 

welcome blending of the aristocratic with the common or a celebration of exchange’s ability to 

foster a more equitable sociality. Rather, the “shop-door had been a subject of no slight 

mortification to the present occupant of the august Pyncheon-house, as well as to some of her 

predecessors” (H 28). By characterizing Hepzibah Pyncheon’s (“the present occupant”) 

relationship to the shop-door as one of “no slight mortification,” the text implies that she 

24 Nathaniel Hawthorne, The House of the Seven Gables, ed. Milton R. Stern, Penguin (New York: 1981), 17, herein 
after cited parenthetically as H 
25 Though not the explicit subject of this reading, it is important to note that this “feudal” relic and its attendant 
estate depends upon an original expropriation both of Indian land, in the first instance, and a more modest plebian 
settler colonialism (here represented by the Maule family) in the second.  This interplay between Indian removal, 
producerist settlement, and aristocratic land title underscores Hawthorne’s commitment to think the transition 
and these social formations dialectically.  For a detailed reading of Indian expropriation in the text and its 
repression, see Mark Rifkin, “Romancing the State of Nature: Speculation, Regeneration, and the Main Frontier in 
House of the Seven Gables,” in Settler Common Sense: Queerness and Everyday Colonialism in the American 
Renaissance, U of Minnesota P (Minneapolis: 2014), pp.39-90 in which he contends that Hawthorne’s critique of 
state-sanctioned property claims (a contention about which I am skeptical) requires an originary “depolicitization 
of Native presence” (89). 

https://family.25
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shares with her “predecessors” an aristocratic disdain for petty merchant commerce. Further, 

the history of the cent-shop underscores this tension at the heart both of the house itself and 

the narrative more generally: 

About a century ago, the head of the Pyncheons found himself involved in serious 

financial difficulties. The fellow (gentleman as he styled himself) can hardly have been 

other than a spurious interloper; for, instead of seeking office from the King or the royal 

Governor, or urging his hereditary claim to eastern lands, he bethought himself of no 

better avenue to wealth, than by cutting a shop-door through the side of his ancestral 

residence (H 28-9) 

Just as the shop-door itself ossifies a tension between aristocracy and exchange, this brief 

anecdote about “the head of the Pyncheons” characterizes the narrative as one that pits 

aristocratic virtues against an emergent spirit of entrepreneurialism. Because a “gentleman” by 

family rank, the text notes that he had recourse to monarchical favors—“the King or the royal 

Governor”—and an aristocratic “hereditary claim to eastern lands,” to help him out of “serious 

financial difficulties.” However, he dishonors not only his status as gentleman by turning 

merchant but also the very “ancestral residence” that props it up by “cutting a shop-door 

through” it. In fact, the narrator quite disdainfully notes that he was—despite his aristocratic 

status—nothing more than a “petty huckster” (H 29). From the aristocratic standpoint of the 

novel’s opening chapter, exchange is antithetical to Pyncheon virtue, which rests on both family 

status and monarchical sanction against the commoners of the Salem street.26 This very 

26 This tension Hepzibah experiences between her socio-political status and her economic position mirrors that of 
late 18th century Salem in which waning economic power among the elites opened the door for republican 
rhetoric’s emergence and appeal and eroded their political authority.  In practice, this rhetorical shift did little to 

https://street.26
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disjunction echoes Michael T. Gillmore’s claim about the Hawthorne who wrote the novel and 

“his growing alienation from the process of exchange” (188).27 

After this “century ago” of the novel’s prehistory, this tension between petty’s 

exchange’s dishonor and aristocratic authority and prestige repeats itself in more intense form 

when Hepzibah, facing similar financial difficulties to her ancestor, is forced to reopen the cent-

shop and begin a career as a shopkeeper.  On the verge of the entrance into the shop from the 

House of the Seven Gables, she encounters “commodities of low price, and such as are 

constantly in demand” (H 35) that she has arranged to “renew the enterprise of [her ancestor], 

with a new set of customers” (H 36). In keeping with the aristocratic tone of the opening 

chapter, the narrator takes this opportunity to memorialize a seemingly complete destruction 

of Pyncheon virtue at the hands of commerce: 

It was the final term of what called itself old gentility. A lady—who had fed herself from 

childhood with the shadowy food of aristocratic reminiscences, and whose religion it 

was, that a lady’s hand soils itself irremediably by doing aught for bread—this born lady, 

after sixty years of narrowing means, is fain to step down from her pedestal of 

imaginary rank…at the instant of time when the patrician lady is to be transformed into 

the plebian woman (H 38).  

fulfill the promise of equality in the economic sphere however, as Salem elites still tended to be descended from 
pre-Revolution wealth.  On these points in Salem political and economic history, see Richard J. Morris, “Social 
Change, Republican Rhetoric, and the American Revolution: The Case of Salem, Massachusetts,” Journal of Social 
History, 31.1 (1997), pp. 419-33 and “Redefining the Economic Elite in Salem, Massachusetts, 1759-1799: A Tale of 
Evolution, Not Revolution,” The New England Quarterly, 73.4 (2000), pp.603-24.  For an overview of Salem’s 
political and economic climates closer to the time of Seven Gables’ composition, see Tamara Thornton, Nathaniel 
Bowditch and the Power of Numbers: How a Nineteenth-Century Man of Business, Science, and the Sea Changed 
American Life, U of North Carolina P (Chapel Hill: 2016), esp. pp.135-60. 
27 “The Artist and the Marketplace in the House of the Seven Gables,” ELH, 48.1, Johns Hopkins UP (Baltimore: 
1981), 172-189 
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More intensely than her ancestor’s fall from grace, in which he can be seen as an aberrant 

“petty huckster,” Hepzibah’s foray into shop keeping dissolves the authority of Pyncheon 

aristocracy.28 Not only can she no longer style herself a “lady” based on “aristocratic 

reminiscences,” her identity and class position have undergone a wholesale “transform[ation]” 

from “patrician lady” to “plebian woman.” Importantly, the driving force of this transformation 

is not the erosion of “imaginary rank,” as some democratic critiques of aristocratic authority 

might have it, but rather exchange itself, “doing aught for bread.” According to the language of 

the passage, too, this transformation is not merely one of one lady’s unfortunate 

circumstances, but of aristocracy in the United States in general, “what called itself old 

gentility.” Thus, Hepzibah serves as a representative of a more general trend of commerce’s 

proliferation eroding historically prior social structures and the modes of authorization that 

sustain them.29 For example, the early nineteenth century witnessed a paradoxical erosion of 

aristocratic authority through consumer desire for gentility coupled with the expanded market 

for genteel goods, forwarding the development of capitalist practice at odds with the 

aristocratic ethos.30 

28 Just as her precarious position vis-à-vis political and social power mirrors that of post-revolutionary elites in 
Salem, her transformation from status to equality echoes the social revolution from aristocracy to democracy that 
Gordon Wood identifies as the defining—and properly radical—feature of the American Revolution whereby 
scathing critiques of status and dependency came to dominate the American political scene.  See Gordon S. Wood, 
The Radicalism of the American Revolution, Vintage (New York: 1993).  Importantly, and against Wood’s causal 
chain, commerce is the means through which this sea change is realized in Hawthorne. 
29 On this note, one contemporary critic of Seven Gables notes that it demonstrates Hawthorne’s status as a 
“profound thinker and metaphysician” who “views persons in their relations to the general laws whose action they 
illustrate.” Nathaniel Hawthorne: The Contemporary Reviews, ed. John L. Idol, Jr. and Buford Jones, Cambridge UP 
(Cambridge: 1994), 168.  Here I diverge from critics like Larry J. Reynolds and James R. Mellow who suggest the 
importance of correspondences between Hawthorne’s biographical acquaintances and characters in the novel; 
Reynolds equating Judge Pyncheon to Reverend Charles Upham (172) and Mellow analogizing Hawthorne, his wife 
Sophia, and Herman Melville to various characters in the novel. 
30 Richard L. Bushman, The Refinement of America: Persons, Houses, Cities, Vintage Books (New York: 1993), esp. 
xvii, 407ff. 

https://ethos.30
https://aristocracy.28
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As the narrator’s extended memorial of Pyncheon dignity continues, we see that this 

demise is not limited to the encroachment of the economic sphere into aristocratic space, but is 

connected also to both Old and New world politics. The text notes that because of the 

contemporary political system, such occurrences as Hepzibah’s opening a cent-shop are hardly 

rare: “In this republican country…somebody is always at the drowning point” (H 38), 

underscoring the generalizability of her passage from “patrician” to “plebian.”31 Her 

aristocratic status, however, makes the implications of her fall worth dwelling upon so much so 

that Hawthorne creates for her a historically impossible aristocratic lineage: “behold…the 

immemorial lady—two hundred years old, on this side of the water, and thrice as many, on the 

other—with her antique portraits, pedigrees, coats of arms, records, and traditions, and her 

claim, as joint heiress, to that princely territory at the eastward, no longer a wilderness, but a 

populous fertility” (H 38).  This shift in class position dismantles not Hepzibah, but “the 

immemorial lady” with over eight-hundred years of family lineage. Furthermore, both the 

trappings that support this status, from “portraits” to “coats of arms,” and the (potential) land 

tenure of “princely territory,” have been rendered mute by this exchange. Importantly, this 

description of the downfall of United States aristocracy, connects it both to the Old World, 

joining “this side of the water” and “the other,” and its feudal politics, “princely territory.”32 

31 The text itself works to make her case representative by asserting that “in the town of her nativity, we might 
point to several little shops of similar description; some of them in houses as ancient as that of the seven gables; 
and one or two, it may be, where a decayed gentlewoman stands behind the counter” (H 39).  Additionally, 
Hawthorne’s observation suggests further the inherent instability of any wealth or status in the antebellum period 
due to, among other factors, the vicissitudes of the capitalist market.  For an excellent overview of the period’s 
profound economic instability, its sources and effects, see Jessica M. Lepler, The Many Panics of 1837: People, 
Politics, and the Creation of a Transatlantic Financial Crisis, Cambridge UP (Cambridge: 2013). 
32 In this way, Hawthorne demonstrates an acute awareness of the connection between capitalist development in 
the New World and political institution in the Old in much the same way that Marx does in his critique of Carey’s 
political economy. By connecting his protagonist’s fate with aristocracy more generally and 
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According to the logic of this movement, the “populous fertility” of “this republican country,” 

overturns the authority of aristocracy, an overturning that commerce sets in motion.33 

Hepzibah’s first transaction as a shopkeeper only serves to underscore the impact of this 

transformation, the class implications that “patrician” and “plebian” evoke.  After overhearing a 

conversation on the street which reveals that the people “cared nothing for her dignity, and 

just as little for her degradation” (H 48), indicating a remaining disjunction between the fate of 

her aristocratic “dignity” and its “degradation” in the face of economic necessity, the shop bell 

rings, bridging what up to this point in the narrative has been a strict divide between the Seven 

Gables and the outside world.  It is here that Hebzibah comes face to face with quite another 

form of poverty and degradation: “a square and sturdy little urchin…with cheeks as red as an 

apple…clad rather shabbily…in a blue apron” (H 49). This “urchin,” whom we later learn is 

named Ned Higgins, stands as a representative of a new kind of poverty—one more closely 

aligned with the “two laboring men” (H 47) she overhears earlier than any fallen social rank.  

Opposite Hepzibah and standing for a new social order, the urchin requests “[t]hat Jim Crow 

there, in the window…holding out a cent” (H 50).34 Prompted with this token of exchange in 

her shop, Hepzibah remains unwilling to entertain the exchange relation and the social 

33 For a real-life corollary to Hawthorne’s transatlantic history, see the struggle between so-called Great 
Proprietors and Liberty Men over land rights in the “princely territory” of Maine.  These protracted conflicts over 
the basis of property rights and freedom helped to yoke republican ideals to circuits of capitalist production and 
circulation and accelerated the progress of the liberal democratic ideal of citizenship and the state, see Alan Taylor 
Liberty Men and Great Proprietors: The Revolutionary Settlement on the Main Frontier, 1760-1820, U of North 
Carolina P (Chapel Hill: 1990), 10, 210ff. 
34 For an excellent reading of the racial dynamics of this exchange, see David Anthony’s argument that “if 
Hawthorne is seeking in The House of the Seven Gables to utilize the scene of cultural production as the space in 
which to negotiate class conflict, he is also in the process of working out what I will describe here as an aesthetics 
of race” (251).  While in many ways an excellent reading of the novel’s class politics, Anthony’s displacement of 
class conflict into “an aesthetics of race” ignores the novel’s political economic dimensions by sublimating them 
onto 1850s racial politics. 

https://motion.33
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relations it engenders, preferring instead to let him have it for free, an “instance of liberality, 

wholly unprecedented in [Higgins’] large experience of cent-shops” (H 50) and residual instance 

of noblesse oblige.35 This act of “liberality” that refuses the exchange relation echoes 

Hawthorne’s notion of the favor that he articulates in the letter to Mrs. Tappan.  By refusing to 

engage in merchant commerce, Hepzibah in essence refuses capitalist commodification and the 

very possibility of exchange—whether in rights or otherwise—remaining instead in the regime 

of favors and the aristocracy that upholds them. 

While her first transaction with the little urchin reinforces the static dichotomy between 

aristocracy and the masses that the beginning of the novel erects, the subsequent one that 

follows almost immediately demonstrates the completion of Hepzibah’s transition from landed 

aristocrat to petty capitalist.  This moment arrives when Ned Higgins returns again asking for 

yet another Jim Crow, presumably again free of charge. It is here that Hepzibah realizes the 

necessity and gravity of her situation, “recognizing that this pernicious customer would not quit 

her on any other terms” (H 51, emphasis mine) than monetary exchange. After giving her a 

cent, Higgins disappears quite unremarkably “sending the second Jim Crow in quest of the 

former one” (H 51); it is otherwise with Hepzibah who “dropt the first solid result of her 

commercial enterprise into the till. It was done! The sordid stain of that copper-coin could 

never be washed away from her palm” (H 51).  Only in the face of necessity does the finality of 

this foray into “commercial enterprise” become both evident and permanent (“never…washed 

35 The text underscores that this hesitance has an aristocratic raison d’etre by explaining that “her old gentility was 
contumaciously squeamish at sight of the copper-coin; and, besides, it seemed such a pitiful meanness to take the 
child’s pocket-money, in exchange for a bit of stale gingerbread” (H 50).  In this passage, the narrator equates “old 
gentility” with both a resistance to “exchange” and a penchant for sympathy and favors, it being little more than 
“pitiful meanness” to engage in it, at the very least with a young urchin. 

https://oblige.35
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away”). As with their characterization of Hepzibah as representative aristocrat, the narrator 

somewhat hyperbolically assures us that this fate is not limited to her alone: “The structure of 

ancient aristocracy had been demolished by [Higgins], even as if his childish gripe had torn 

down the seven-gabled mansion!” (H 51).  Placing responsibility for this structural collapse 

squarely on the shoulders of an individual, Hawthorne implies the ordered, hierarchal organic 

whole for which Hepzibah stands collapses under the weight not of teleological and irresistible 

historical forces, but rather something approaching liberal individualism.  This monetary 

transaction—grounded not in favors but in economic rights—an everyday occurrence of 

capitalist exchange, has effectively ensured the demolition of the entire “structure of ancient 

aristocracy,” rendering Hepzibah a petty capitalist with no more claim to honor or status than 

the customers with whom she deals.36 While one critic claims that this shop opens according to 

“the small-scale life of an earlier era,”37 the anonymity of all Hepzibah’s exchanges and the 

transition from favors to rights that they initiate and continue to subtend.38 In nuce, 

Hawthorne’s opening scene dramatizes the transition from one political economy to another in 

the United States, a transition driven by the force of necessity and capitalist exchange.39 

36 The narrator intensifies the profound class implications of this transaction by answering their own rhetorical 
question: “What had she to do with ancestry? Nothing;--no more than with posterity!  No lady, now, but simply 
Hepzibah Pyncheon, a forlorn old maid, and keeper of a cent-shop!” (H 51).  Tellingly, this passage identifies yet 
another transition she undergoes in the scene, no longer identified with her family (“ancestry” and “posterity”) but 
only with her profession (“keeper of a cent-shop”) and marital status (“old maid”).  
37 Herbert, 93 
38 This reading also ignores the highly capitalist language that describes the cent-shop.  For example, the narrator 
catalogues the commodities for sale and notes that “[i]t might have been taken for a ghostly or phantasmagoric 
reflection of the old shopkeeper Pyncheon’s shabbily provided shelves” (35), the language resonating more with 
Marx’ language of the commodity fetish and Benjamin’s on nineteenth-century Paris than eighteenth-century rank 
ordered commerce. 
39 By choosing to represent something so large in scale as the transition from rank-ordered aristocracy to 
democratic capitalism through anonymous exchanges in a small cent-shop, Hawthorne prefigures the tendency of 
recent historiography to find capitalism’s origins in the everyday.  As Michael Zakim and Gary J. Kornblith contend: 
“Family farms, general incorporation laws, mortgages, inheritance, images of abundance, filing systems, and the 

https://exchange.39
https://subtend.38
https://deals.36
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What began as a social order structured by familial status, aristocratic privilege, and an 

economy of favors abruptly becomes one defined by democratic equality, economic privilege, 

and an economy of rights. While some may object that there is scant evidence in the 

transactions themselves to indicate anything approaching democracy or rights, the language of 

Hepzibah’s despair at the end of this first day of shop-keeping makes clear these political 

implications. In the wake of several customers’ reproach for not having their desired 

commodities, the narrator tells us that “her ladylike sensibilities were seriously infringed upon 

by the familiar, if not rude tone with which people addressed her.  They evidently considered 

themselves not merely her equals, but her patrons and superiors” (H 54). Again, we see the 

upturning of anything “ladylike” about Hepzibah, but this moment of free indirect discourse 

gives us insight into the political ideology that her transition from aristocrat to petty capitalist 

produces. The customers address her not with the deference of a peasant but “the 

familiar…tone” of an “equal[].” With this equality of address, her customers embody 

Tocqueville’s maxim that, for equality to reign “rights must be given to each citizen or to no 

one,” and that “nothing can satisfy [Americans] without equality.”40 While one might read the 

implicit haughty superiority of the customers who act as “patrons and superiors,” the passage’s 

exigencies of risk management [decidedly banal units of analysis] constitute our inventory of means by which 
capitalism took command of society,” in “Introduction,” in Capitalism Takes Command: The Social Transformation 
of Nineteenth-Century America, ed. Zakim and Kornblith, 7.  Furthermore, in their collectively authored afterward 
they stress that financialization not unlike that which undergirds Hepzibah’s shopkeeping and the commodification 
upon which it relies became the means through which capitalism became entrenched in American society.  In their 
words, capitalism becomes a naturalized order through “[t]he ‘banal objects’ and practices of marketization, 
securitization, and financialization” (283). 
40 Alexis de Tocqueville, Democracy in America, trans. ed. Harvey C. Mansfield and Delba Winthrop, U Chicago P 
(Chicago: 2000), 52. This is merely one instance of a theme that runs throughout this weighty tome that 
continuously conflates political equality and rights in United States democracy. In addition to Tocqueville’s social 
analysis, Gordon Wood’s political analysis juxtaposes pre- and post-revolutionary politics in terms of a transition 
between aristocratic deference and democratic absolute (white male) equality which gave rise to the modern 
party system and the self-serving materialism that catalyzes capitalist production, Radicalism, 248, 257, et al. 
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use of free indirect discourse implies that we see these interactions from the standpoint of 

Hepzibah’s “ladylike sensibilities” rather than one outside her once aristocratic consciousness.41 

Thus, the novel’s opening scene—a sequence of everyday commercial transactions—points 

towards a particular theory of transition in which aristocracy and status meet their demise at 

the hands of capitalist exchange, ushering in a new politics of rights, equality, and democracy. 

In summary, Hawthorne’s opening sequence in The House of the Seven Gables and his 

contemporaneous personal correspondence offer insight into political economy that goes 

beyond Carey’s peaceful developmentalism. Just as Marx will do at the tail end of the decade, 

rather than relegating aristocracy—an Old World institution indeed—to the European scene 

and casting democracy and equality as constituent parts of United States capitalism, 

Hawthorne shows in miniature both that aristocrats like the Pyncheons exist on American soil 

and that they are integral to the functioning of capitalist exchange.42 However, unlike Marx 

who takes his analysis of this phenomenon to the level of the world-market, Hawthorne 

remains at the level of the cent-shop in order to show how exchange lays the foundations for 

the overturning of hierarchy and continuously supports an ideology of democracy and political 

equality. Just as his letter to Mrs. Tappan champions the right over the favor, the political 

41 By insisting upon the publicity of Hepzibah’s shame, I diverge from Christopher Castiglia that she is “queered by 
[her] refusal to make interiority publicly visible and to manage its experience and expression by the conventions of 
future oriented (re)production,” in Interior States: Institutional Consciousness and the Inner Life of Democracy in 
the Antebellum United States, Duke UP (Durham: 2008), 278 
42 Hawthorne’s Pyncheons, especially Hepzibah and Clifford, by confronting and shaping the development of liberal 
capitalism, function as what Raymond Williams would call the residual in any cultural process, such as monarchy in 
a capitalist democracy, which “by definition, has been effectively formed in the past, but it is still active in the 
cultural process, not only and often not at all as an element of the past, but as an effective element of the present” 
in Marxism and Literature, Oxford UP (Oxford: 1977), 122.  

https://exchange.42
https://consciousness.41
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economy of his novel demonstrates an implicit faith in capitalist exchange’s ability to foster an 

equitable society free of familial hierarchies and Old World sociality, one transaction at a time. 

RAILROAD FUTURITY: THE PULL OF POLITICS AND CLIFFORD’S CAPITALIST VISION 

The story of Hepzibah’s decent into a segment of the merchant class demonstrates the 

role economics plays in the political transition from aristocracy to democracy.  That of her 

brother Clifford reverses the terms. His story places a democratic political moment prior to a 

his endorsement of capitalism and its expansion across the American landscape. Freshly out of 

a stint in prison for a murder he did not commit, Clifford embodies even more than Hepzibah 

the characteristics of languorous aristocracy and has a deeper affinity with Old World social 

institutions. Unlike his sister who takes their current misfortune as an opportunity to enter the 

public sphere and engage in at least quasi-productive commerce, Clifford as he is introduced in 

the narrative upholds a firm division between Old World aristocracy and the outside public 

through his association with the aesthetic. Meditating on the potential that Clifford’s 

disposition affords him, the narrator points out that his “temper of being” in certain 

constitutions “would bestow on its possessor an exquisite taste, and an enviable susceptibility 

of happiness. Beauty would be his life; his aspirations would all tend towards it” (H 108).  By 

characterizing Clifford chiefly as an aesthete in potentia, the text distances him from the vulgar 

world of laborers and organ grinders outside the Seven Gables and aligns him with an 

unproductive aristocratic ethos of “exquisite taste” (H 108)43 

43 For an excellent overview of taste and its vicissitudes in American culture from the pre-revolutionary to the 
antebellum periods, see Brushman, Refinement.  However, Clifford’s aestheticism, unlike Brushman’s claims about 
antebellum Americans’, stands in opposition to capitalist culture rather than helping to entrench and proliferate it. 
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While it may seem as though his “love and necessity for the Beautiful” (H 109) could be 

consonant with the capitalist democracy enacted outside the walls of the mansion, Clifford’s 

aversion to commerce underscores his status as a hangover from Old World sociality. As he 

attempts to leave a conversation with Hepzibah and the newly-arrived relative Phoebe, “the 

sharp and peevish tinkle of the shop-bell made itself audible” (H 112).  He immediately 

expresses a strong aversion to the ostensibly benign noise, an aversion that is on decidedly 

aesthetic grounds. Before even knowing that the offending noise signals an impending 

encounter with exchange and the public, he descries it as “a hateful clamor” and enters a 

“bewildered state” because “an individual of his temper can always be pricked more acutely 

through his sense of the beautiful and harmonious, than through his heart” (H 112).  Thus, 

while Hepzibah’s slight displeasure at the sound of the shop bell comes from a place of ladylike 

pride or the customer and exchange’s colonization of her time, perhaps a matter of the “heart,” 

Clifford’s far more extreme reaction stems from an idea of “the beautiful and harmonious,” an 

aesthetics that had no space for the vulgarity of exchange.44 The narrative implies that this 

cultivated, aristocratic aesthetic comes not from his democratic United States but aristocratic 

Europe when Clifford asks bluntly: “Why should we live in this dismal house at all?  Why not go 

to the south of France?—to Italy?—Paris, Naples, Venice, Rome?” (H 111). By juxtaposing the 

shop-bell and Clifford’s insulated, Old World aestheticism, House sets up yet another division 

44 By emphasizing cultivation and the aesthetic over and against the vulgarity of labor, money-making, and politics, 
Clifford’s position mirrors that of many New England elites for whom country living provided a palliative remedy to 
these ills of American acquisitive capitalism and factionalist democracy, offering instead the possibility of 
cultivating—in both the literal and figurative senses—the life of a leisured gentleman farmer and a comfortable 
middle ground between American vulgar profiteering and British debased and aristocratic opulence.  See Tamara 
Plakins Thornton, Cultivating Gentlemen: The Meaning of Country Life among the Boston Elite 1785-1860, Yale UP 
(New Haven: 1989). 

https://exchange.44
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between the house, the ethos it embodies, and the democratic outside of Salem akin to 

Hepzibah’s first exchanges and the architecture itself, but as yet without the possibility of 

mediation.45 

However, after an afternoon spent in the garden of the Seven Gables with its other 

residents, this divide begins to break down for Clifford. What the shop jutting out of the 

mansion does for Hepzibah, a large window on its second floor does for Clifford.  

Foreshadowing the downfall of aristocratic pretense that it will bring and the mediating 

function it serves, the window “open[s] above a porch, where there had formerly been a 

balcony, the balustrade of which had long since gone to decay, and been removed” (H 159). It 

is here that Clifford has his first contact, though through visuality rather than exchange, with 

the outside world in the text, having “an opportunity of witnessing such a portion of the great 

world’s movement, as might be supposed to roll through one of the retired streets of a not very 

populous city” (H 159). Juxtaposing “the great world’s movement” and Clifford’s idle gaze, the 

narrative places him in a position to, again, evaluate the public in aesthetic terms.46 However, 

in this instance, his affinity for Salem’s aristocratic past trumps his aesthetic sensibilities: 

“Clifford was indeed the most inveterate of conservatives.  All the antique fashions of the street 

were dear to him; even such as were characterized by a rudeness that would naturally have 

annoyed his fastidious senses” (H 161).  Despite their “rudeness,” vestiges of a bygone era, 

45 Clifford’s association with femininity further aligns him with an Old World ethos antithetical to the self-sufficient 
masculinity that liberal democracy tends to take as a starting point. In the garden of the Seven Gables, he reveals 
his attraction to flowers, and, as the narrator reminds us: “This affection and sympathy for flowers is almost 
exclusively a woman’s trait. Men, if endowed with it by nature, soon lose, forget, and learn to despise it, in their 
contact with coarser things than flowers” (H 147). 
46 As with Hepzibah’s situation at the beginning of the novel, Clifford’s can be seen as representative of larger 
trends, as the scene “typif[ies] that vast rolling vehicle, the world, the end of whose journey is everywhere, and 
nowhere” (H 160).  

https://terms.46
https://mediation.45
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“antique fashions,” appeal to him precisely because of his conservatism.  Faced with a scene of 

modernity in “the great world’s movement,” Clifford anchors himself in everyday practices 

whose “charm lay chiefly in the past” (H 162). 

Clifford’s aversion to the ringing of the shop bell and modern daily life work to instill a 

firm divide between his aristocratic status and the outside of capitalist daily life, but these 

break down through the mediation of the window, pulling him into democratic social relations. 

However, unlike his sister’s transition into capitalist modernity, the driving force is not 

economic but political. Despite being chiefly a site of everyday life’s banalities, “Pyncheon-

street was sometimes enlivened by spectacles of more imposing pretensions…which brought 

the multitude along with them” (H 165). In the story of Clifford’s descent from his aristocratic 

position, “the multitude” takes the form of a parade, 

a political procession, with hundreds of flaunting banners, and drums, fifes, clarions, and 

cymbals, reverberating between the rows of buildings, marched all through town, and 

trailed its length of trampling footsteps, and most infrequent uproar, past the ordinarily 

quiet House of the Seven Gables (H 165). 

Thus, in what one critic claims “was intended to be one of the crucial moments in the life of [a] 

weary hermit,”47 a “political procession” interrupts the “ordinar[y] quiet” that Clifford viewed 

with nostalgic disdain from the window. While one might expect that “flaunting banners,” 

“trampling footsteps,” and “uproar,” would offend Clifford’s delicate aesthetic taste, his 

reaction proves uncharacteristically enthusiastic. 

47 Mellow, Nathaniel Hawthorne, 361 
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In fact, the very aesthetic distance, which has heretofore allowed Clifford to remain in a 

state of Old World aristocratic detachment, is what allows for his transformation. From the 

standpoint of the “narrow streets,” the text suggests, “nothing is more deficient in picturesque 

features than a procession.” Clifford’s vantage, however, affords a much grander—and 

democratic—perspective: “by its remoteness, it melts all the petty personalities, of which it is 

made up, into one broad mass of existence—one great life—one collected body of mankind, 

with a vast, homogeneous spirit animating it” (H 165).  Thus, the crowd of a political procession 

transcends the “petty personalities” that comprise it, presenting a “broad mass” and “collected 

body” that serves as an expression not of individuality, political platforms, or party politics, but 

a more ethereal “vast, homogeneous spirit.” With this description, Hawthorne identifies the 

ability of politics not to divide, but to unite “the multitude” based on their common humanity, 

echoing Tocqueville’s frequent conflation of democratic politics with political equality, an 

equality that pushes against Clifford’s aristocratic and Old World subject position.48 The pull of 

this particular politics proves to serve as a crucial turning point in Clifford’s existence, once “a 

lonely being, estranged from his race, but now feeling himself man again, by virtue of the 

irrepressible instinct that possessed him,” and desiring “to take a deep, deep plunge into the 

ocean of human life” (H 166).  While everyday commerce could not be met with anything but 

aesthetic distance and mild disdain, democratic politics and the equality they both express and 

48 Perhaps nothing strikes Tocqueville so forcefully about American society as its ideology of equality.  In one 
characteristically sweeping generalization, he asserts: “America, then, exhibits in her social state a most 
extraordinary phenomenon.  Men are there seen on a great equality in point of fortune and intellect, or, in other 
words, more equal in their strength, than in any other country of the world, or in any age of which history has 
preserved the remembrance” Democracy in America, 71. 

https://position.48
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produce force Clifford to cross the mediating divide of the window and enter public life, 

shedding his affiliations with aristocracy. 

While this transition from detached and isolated aristocrat towards a common humanity 

with the citizens of Salem might seem to be limited to the political, Clifford’s journey outside 

the Seven Gables and the vision it gives rise to firmly espouse capitalist ideology.  What is only 

prefigured in Clifford’s window gazing, a trip outside the Seven Gables, comes to fruition in a 

chapter entitled “The Flight of the Two Owls” in which he and Hepzibah venture into Salem an 

enter “the ordinary throng of merchants, laborers, and sea-faring men” (H 248).  After 

awkwardly meandering through the town, encountering the ordinary, everyday life of the town, 

Clifford decides abruptly that they ought to take a train ride. What the scene of democratic 

politics accomplished mentally, the railroad enacts materially; as the text puts it: “At last…they 

had been drawn into the great current of human life, and were swept away with it” (H 256). 

This encounter both with the “great current” and the railroad causes Clifford to enter into a 

rhapsodic vision of futurity: “this admirable invention of the railroad—with the vast and 

inevitable improvements to be looked for, both as to speed and convenience—is destined to do 

away with those stale ideas of home and fireside, and substitute something better” (H 259). 

Here we see Clifford’s sea change from secluded aristocrat to capitalist ideologue. The railroad 

stands for him as a representative of progress, “vast and inevitable improvements,” which tend 

away from domestic ideals of “home and fireside,” facilitating mobility and human connection 

in public, the kind of public Hawthorne presents in both democratic politics and everyday 

Salem. 
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Some may object that Clifford’s futuristic vision in fact transcends the capitalist milieu in 

which he produces it because of its critique of real estate, the significance of the railroad in 

capitalist development and its ideology of progress ought not to be overlooked.49 John Lauritz 

Larson points to a common faith in the 1840s that “[l]iberty, equality, world peace, and the 

diffusion of intelligence would all advance in the face of railroad transportation, while the 

‘stock of human misery would surely decline.”50 Furthermore, this enhancement of “[l]iberty, 

equality, [and] world peace” moved in lock step with “the emergence and articulation of…the 

modern capitalist economic system,” yoking together democratic “equality” and “capitalist” 

economy in Clifford’s theorizing.51 Though published at the beginning of the next century, in a 

more characteristically radical mode, Lenin’s Imperialism offers valuable insight into the 

railroad’s position as the sine qua non of capitalism: “Railways are a summation of the basic 

capitalist industries, coal, iron and steel; a summation and the most striking index of the 

development of world trade and bourgeois-democratic civilisation [sic].”52 By reminding us that 

the “[r]ailways” combine “capitalist industries,” producing “world trade” and “bourgeois-

democra[cy],” Lenin characterizes the railroad as a necessary support of both the world-market 

and (a certain brand of) democratic politics. Through Clifford’s journey into the world, 

Hawthorne echoes this interplay of capitalism and democracy and their necessary ties to 

49 Clifford himself exclaims with reference to the railroad that “even to me, the harbingers of a better era are 
unmistakable” (H 263), effectively conflating industrial technology and human progress in typical nineteenth-
century fashion.  Holly Jackson argues that this critique is not against private property as such but rather suggests 
“an antipathy for hereditary property” (277, emphasis mine), a convention more aristocratic and feudal than 
capitalist. 
50 The Market Revolution in America: Liberty, Ambition, and the Eclipse of the Common Good, Cambridge UP 
(Cambridge: 2010, 83 
51 Larson, Market Revolution, 86 
52 V. I. Lenin, Imperialism: The Highest Stage of Capitalism, Resistance Books (Sydney: 1999), 28 

https://theorizing.51
https://overlooked.49
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“development” and progress. Clifford’s vision of the future is not one antithetical to capitalism, 

but finds itself in lock step with its political economy of progress. 

Underscoring this implication is the fact that Clifford’s vision is articulated not against 

contemporary capitalism, but against Old World feudalism. First of all, Clifford defines his 

utopian telos of history against, not the burgeoning industrial capitalism of the 1850s, but 

rather quite clearly against the House of the Seven Gables: “Just imagine, for a moment, how 

much of human evil will crumble away, with this one change! What we call real estate—the 

solid ground to build a house on—is the broad foundation on which nearly all the guilt of the 

world rests” (H 263).  Though functioning as a kind of critique of private property (“real 

estate”), Clifford’s exclamation ascribes “the guilt of the world” to an aristocratic mode of 

landed property rather than a more developed capitalist system of circulating commodities, 

static “solid ground” rather than, say, Hepzibah’s almost phantasmagoric cent-shop.53 

Furthermore, the specter of Old World feudalism and aristocracy haunts the railroad car 

through cultural productions: “Some [passengers]…had plunged into the English scenery and 

adventures of pamphlet-novels, and were keeping company with dukes and earls” (H 257). The 

narrative implies that capitalist technological advancement works to relegate Old World 

institutions like those concretized in the Seven Gables to the fantasy of “pamphlet-novels,” 

53 This critique of landed property as guilt not only evokes the expropriation of its originary Indian habitants but 
also tangentially suggests that guilt is the fundamental precondition of all economic history (the cent-shop 
proceeds from the landed estate, after all).  In this way, Hawthorne approaches Werner Hamacher’s notion of guilt 
as the fundamental mode of all history. In his reading of Walter Benjamin’s oeuvre, Hamacher asserts that 
“[c]apitalism is not only a cult and a permanent cult of immediacy; it is both of these, both cult and permanent, 
only because it functions by accruing guilt,” in “Guilt History: Benjamin’s Sketch ‘Capitalism as Religion,” Trans. Kirk 
Wetters, Diacritics 32.3-4 (2002), p.88.  Clifford, however, while recognizing the foundational status of guilt to 
United States political economy, sees the potential for its supersession within and through capitalist exchange, a 
possibility Hamacher and Benjamin actively deny.  Clifford’s guilt, then, is one that democratic politics and 
capitalist expansion can erode: part and parcel of Hawthorne’s harmonious vision of residual aristocracy, the 
transition, and capitalist culture. 

https://cent-shop.53
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effectively embracing an ideology of progress shared by antebellum champions of capitalist 

development. 

Just as Hepzibah comes to participate in and reluctantly subscribe to liberal capitalism 

and its ideals through her mediated encounters with the outside world, Clifford is shaken out of 

his aristocratic stasis through encountering the public sphere through the mediation of both 

politics (the procession) and capitalism (the railroad). Through both of these analogous stories 

of aristocrats becoming integrated into the body of the United States polis and economy, 

Hawthorne suggests that Old World institutions and the social relations that they generate 

contribute to the development of both capitalism and democracy in the United States. At the 

novel’s conclusion, both Hepzibah and Clifford leave the Seven Gables and retire with a rather 

unconventional family to their relative’s country estate, which they have just inherited along 

with their cousin Phoebe and Maule descendant Holgrave.54 Importantly, this estate still has 

ties to the Pyncheon’s aristocratic history, being the very same kind of inherited property 

against which Clifford pits his utopian vision. By having his protagonists both embracing 

54 It is in this ending that many critics identify the political import of the novel.  For example, T. Walter Herbert 
claims that Holgrave and Phoebe’s settlement in the country estate represents the perfect union between a self-
sufficient man and a true woman, producing, in nineteenth-century middle class terms, a “domestic ideal [that] 
renders invisible the link between social injustice and marital intimacy and denies the political and economic 
conflict that takes place within the domestic bond” (106).  In keeping with this sense of Phoebe as a redeemer in 
the text, Joel Pfister argues that her “main political role is not only to displace the aristocracy but to ‘humanize’ the 
working class” (157).  More recently, Mark Rifkin has argued that—because Clifford, Hepzibah, and the town 
pauper Uncle Venner accompany that couple—that Hawthorne shies away from such harmonious notions of the 
nuclear family.  In fact, he contends, House presents us with “a more loose sense of family” that queerly “defers 
the creation of a couple-centered household” (78). While both this historicist and queer readings give us one way 
to conceptualize the non-traditional family on which the text settles, neither takes into account fully the 
democratic implications.  By yoking together two former aristocrats, a country girl, a proletarian renaissance man, 
and an aged pauper, the ending echoes the political procession Clifford witnesses, a democratic transcending of 
particularities.  Thus, the ending can be seen to endorse a democratic mode of association based on equality 
against the beginning of the text and its emphasis on Old World status and rank order. Importantly, this 
democratic equality does not depend on Phoebe’s role in the text, but rather the mediating roles of politics and 
economics in producing liberal capitalism, as we have already seen. 

https://Holgrave.54


        

       

  

  

       

    

   

      

  
 

  
  

Page 147 

fundamental tenets of liberal capitalism in an aristocratic estate, Hawthorne’s text espouses a 

political economy that stresses the interconnection of the Old World with the New, social 

formations and all. Just as Hawthorne’s letter to Mrs. Tappan suggests the persistence of 

feudal structures against the democratic capitalist present, The House of the Seven Gables 

makes clear aristocracy’s contribution to its contemporary United States.55 The transition from 

an aristocratic, rank-based society to a democratic one is a peaceful one in which the mediation 

of the political and the economic work to promote democracy, commodity exchange, and 

political rights.56 

In this way, Hawthorne mirrors Carey’s whiggish, harmony approach to political 

economy, but with some added historical nuance. Rather than serving as impediments to the 

progress the novel dramatizes, Hawthorne’s aristocrats actively work to produce these twin 

modernizing influences. Thus, Hawthorne complicates Carey’s worldview (not unlike Marx 

does) by positing a dialectical interplay between aristocracy, Old World institutions, and 

capitalist liberal democracy, a dialectic that Melville will amplify by dramatizing an even more 

extreme movement from aristocratic idylls to capitalist production in which democracy serves 

as the vanishing mediator. 

HAWTHORNE’S NIGHTMARE: MELVILLE’S ROMANCE OF PRIMITIVE ACCUMULATION 

The time that Hawthorne spent living as the Tappans’ tenant was also more famously 

the span of his career in which he had his closest relationship with fellow author Herman 

55 This aligns Hawthorne’s theory of the transition more with Marx’ offered in his critique of H.C. Carey than the 
American exceptionalism of Carey’s political economy. 
56 The conclusion of his letter to Tappan suggests the near certainty of a harmonious resolution to the conflict that 
occasions, presaging that “the recollection of this slight acidity of sentiment, between friends of some years’ 
standing, may impart a pleasant and spirited flavor to the preserves and jams when they come upon your table” 
(Letters 155, emphasis mine). 

https://rights.56
https://States.55
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Melville. One biographer goes so far as to say that during the summer of 1851 “he and 

Hawthorne had established the companionship of two nay-sayers among the niggling, business-

minded ‘yes-gentry’ of the period.”57 It is at this very time that Melville was working on a 

remarkably similar novel that addresses many of the same issues that Seven Gables does, 

American aristocracy, democratic ideology, and their relation to the rise of capitalism in the 

United States: Pierre, or the Ambiguities. The coincidence appears to be more than merely 

biographical, as several critics have noted.58 Speaking in terms of the racial ideologies of the 

respective novels, Robert Levine argues that “Pierre…follows up on House’s challenge to a 

blood-based exceptionalism….  Pierre extends House rather than gutting and remodeling it.”59 

While Levine’s speculative reading of Melville’s rewriting House of the Seven Gables establishes 

a tangential relationship between their racial logics, it too quickly takes blood as a metaphor for 

race rather than an essential feature of aristocratic social formation, something at the heart of 

both the texts. Furthermore, Pierre does not “extend[]” the logic of House on this question, but 

rather works as a critique of its underlying political economy. While House demonstrates the 

harmonious mutual support of democratic politics and capitalist exchange, working together to 

usher in a new era of liberal capitalism in the United States, Pierre places the very same 

democratic ideology, the cornerstone of which is radical political equality, at the heart of the 

57 Mellow, Hawthorne, 371; he also notes that Melville read and favorably responded to The House of the Seven 
Gables 
58 Clearly Melville himself was heavily invested in Hawthorne’s work—and Hawthorne the man—at the time as 
evidenced both by his biography and his famous essay, “Hawthorne and his Mosses.” Curiously, however, despite 
his fascination with the “ten times black” “Hawthorne and his Mosses,” in The Apple-Tree Table and Other 
Sketches, Princeton UP (Princeton: 1872), p.62.  However, it is quite evident from his treatment of similar aesthetic 
materials that he felt Hawthorne’s novel was not nearly black enough. 
59 Race and Nation, 147; for another reading of the relationship, see Brenda Wineapple, “Hawthorne and Melville; 
or, The Ambiguities,” ESQ: A Journal of the American Renaissance, 46 (200): 77. 

https://noted.58
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transition from aristocratic feudalism and liberal capitalism, a transition that whose effects are 

extreme and violent rather than sanguine and everyday. 

The next year in his novel Pierre, or the Ambiguities Herman Melville addresses the 

same problem central to political economy.60 Depicting the downfall of his eponymous 

aristocrat, Pierre Glendinning, Melville explores a contemporarily important issue, the 

transition from feudalism to capitalism.  However, where Carey’s theory often glorifies 

capitalist social relations, equating democracy, political freedom, and the economic freedom 

that wages generate, Melville expresses less optimism.  While certainly no apologist for 

feudalist social relations or aristocracy generally (whether in America or abroad), Melville does 

not endorse the equation of democracy and freedom that Carey’s political economy does. 

Rather, reading Pierre alongside Carey’s foil, Karl Marx, we see that Melville reverses Carey’s 

narrative, doing nothing less than casting democracy itself as the motor of expropriation and 

radically critiquing democracy’s foundational relationship to his industrial capitalist milieu.61 

Instead of flowering out of capitalism’s rise, the radical democracy that Pierre allegorizes serves 

as the transition’s condition of possibility, which produces political impotence, wage slavery, 

and ultimately completely destroys the social sphere.62 

60 For interpretations of Melville’s historical situation, see C. L. R. James, Mariners, Renegades, and Castaways: The 

Story of Herman Melville and the World We Live In (London: Allison & Busby, 1985) where he notes that 
“[m]achine production was breaking up the old artisan industry” (99). See also Melville himself, who in an oft-
quoted letter to Richard Bentley, notes that his new book represents “a new & elevated aspect of American life.” 
Quoted in Jay Leyda, The Melville Log: A Documentary Life of Herman Melville, 1819-1891 (New York: Gordian, 
1969), 1:450. 
61 See Charles Olson, who reminds us that “the year Moby-Dick was being finished Marx was writing letters to the 
N. Y. Daily Tribune” (Call Me Ishmael [New York: Grove, 1947], 24). 
62 For an nearly inverted contemporary treatment of the relationship between capitalism and democracy, see 
Alexis de Tocqueville, Democracy in America, trans. Harvey C. Mansfield and Delba Winthrop (Chicago: U of 
Chicago P, 2000), especially Tocqueville’s claim that “when one goes back to the source, it seems that one sees 
aristocracy issue by a natural effort from within the very heart of democracy” (531).  

https://sphere.62
https://milieu.61
https://economy.60
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In order to understand Melville’s historicization and critique of American democracy’s 

catalyzation of capitalist expropriation we must first return to Marx. If Hawthorne aligns 

himself with the Marx of “Bastiat and Carey,” emphasizing the role of Old World aristocracy in 

U.S. capitalism, Melville presages Marx’ analysis of the transition in Capital, one that 

emphasizes force and violence over and against Hawthorne’s and Carey’s peaceful 

developmentalism. In Part Eight, “So-Called Primitive Accumulation,” Marx attempts a 

genealogy of the capitalist production mode as he seeks to short-circuit the chiasmatic “never 

ending circle” that “the accumulation of capital presupposes surplus-value; surplus-value 

presupposes capitalist production” while distancing himself from theses like Cosgrove’s.63 

Describing the creation of two cohesive classes, workers and owners, Marx contends that 

capitalism can be self-sustaining only if it enjoys a steady supply of wage laborers from whom 

owners can extract surplus value. Thus, primitive accumulation—the capital accumulation that 

springs from the state dispossessing feudal peasants and undergirds proletarian wage labor— 

must create “[f]ree workers, in the double sense that they neither form part of the means of 

production themselves, as would be the case with slaves, serfs, etc., nor do they own the 

means of production, as would be the case with self-employed peasant proprietors” (C, 874).  

Clearly, this (illusory) freedom is a freedom from feudal production relations, here 

characterized by “slaves, serfs,” and “peasant proprietors.” Primitive accumulation is the 

lynchpin mediating between feudalism and capitalism, the catalyst for capitalist production, 

which can subsequently reproduce itself “on a constantly expanding scale” (C, 874). 

63 Karl Marx, Capital: A Critique of Political Economy, trans. Ben Fowkes (London: Penguin, 1990), 1:873; hereafter 
cited parenthetically as C. 

https://Cosgrove�s.63
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Importantly, Marx regards this process as inseparable from land ownership, a feature 

that is crucial to Melville’s thinking as well. The creation of “free, unprotected and rightless 

proletarians” requires “[t]he expropriation of the agricultural producer, of the peasant, from 

the soil” (C, 876; emphasis added). In short, through state action that “forcibly drive[s] the 

peasantry from the land” (C, 878), the wage laborer figure emerges, caught in a never-ending, 

capitalist cycle to reproduce his own labor power.  This analysis becomes especially appealing in 

an American context because Marx carefully includes the role of land, force, and the ostensible 

freedom and equality of both capitalist and wage laborer, a crucial element of United States 

democratic ideology.  As with Carey’s and Hawthorne’s dialectics of aristocracy and 

democracy—though much differently inflected—Marx synthesizes economics, politics, and 

ideology to foreground their political implications: he believes that capitalism’s rise creates the 

illusory freedom of proletarians and capitalists alike, a belief Melville explores and expands 

upon. 

“So-Called Primitive Accumulation” strongly emphasizes historical English instances of 

this process that emblematize its “classic form” (C, 876).  However, in the book’s final chapter, 

Marx turns his attention beyond England’s geographical confines and addresses “The Modern 

Theory of Colonization” (C, 931).  After briefly summarizing his preceding argument about 

primitive accumulation, he tersely claims: “It is otherwise in the colonies” (C, 931).  Despite 

writing almost one hundred years after the American Revolution, Marx surprisingly claims in a 

footnote that “[w]e are here dealing with true colonies, i.e. virgin soil colonized by free 

immigrants. The United States is, economically speaking, still a colony of Europe” (C, 931). He 

contends that these theories of colonization apply no less to the United States than, to use an 
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example he cites frequently, Australia. After detailing how capitalist relations must be installed 

“by artificial means” in the colonies, Marx acknowledges a significant lacuna in how he treats 

colonization—and as his continuing consideration of America as a colony makes clear—the New 

World more generally: “[W]e are not concerned here with the condition of the colonies. The 

only thing that interests us is the secret discovered in the New World by the political economy 

of the Old World” (C, 937,940). The “New World” conveys the hidden truth, a “secret,” that Old 

World capitalism requires political force to retain wage laborers and their proletarian status. 

America is mere grist for Marx’s mill, illustrating European capitalism’s principles without 

existing as an independent object of study—at least as America and the New World pertain to 

primitive accumulation.  This lacuna, Marx’ willful omission of how the process functions in 

America, is what Melville’s Pierre fills avant la lettre.64 However, while Marx implies that 

feudalism’s dissolution catalyzes capitalism and ostensibly democratic social relations, Melville 

reverses the terms, casting democracy as the condition of possibility for primitive accumulation. 

In other words Melville believes that democratic ideology—especially its insistence on radical 

equality—effectively produces the capitalist wage relation which serves as the foundation of 

capitalism both for him and for Marx. 

“UNOBSTRUSIVE FAMILIES”: THE POLITICS OF GLENDINNING ARISTOCRACY 

Many critics have noted Pierre’s affinity with various critiques of capitalism and 

feudalism and have analyzed the text in terms of a transition.  For instance, many critics latch 

64 For another distinction between English and American experiences, see Cosgrove’s claim that “[t]he 
independent mode of production model has little to say about the role of the state— a contradiction particularly 
apparent when it is applied to the American republic” (Social Formation, 53).  By centering on democracy as the 
transition’s origin, Pierre highlights the importance of the political (though not explicitly “the state”) to American 
capitalism’s development. 

https://lettre.64
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on to Pierre’s tragic downfall in the city as an example of captailism’s ills, arguing that Melville 

conflates and critiques the city and capitalism.  Many, too, have read the novel’s opening 

scenes as a scathing critique of American aristocracy (to which Melville’s father’s family 

belonged) and its residually feudalist practices. Each of these readings and others like them 

obfuscate democracy’s centrality to this process and thus miss its implications for political 

economy.65 In perhaps the seminal Marxist reading of Pierre—and Melville’s oeuvre more 

generally—Michael Paul Rogin juxtaposes the novel with Marx’s Eighteenth Brumaire (1852), 

arguing that at the same historical moment that Marx and Tocqueville diagnose the “apparent 

alliance” between the “bourgeois aristocracy... [and] the democratic mass,” Melville’s Pierre, 

“expos[es] the sexual threat from below, charts that failed revolution in the family.”66 Thus 

Rogin finds that the novel establishes a homology between European politics and the American 

family, suggesting the latter allegorizes the former without considering how the novel 

comments, as Marx does, on the very relationship between “aristocracy” and the “democratic 

mass.” 

More recent scholarship helps correct Rogin’s emphasis on the family over and against 

the politico-economic. Employing Hannah Arendt’s theory of revolution, Dominic Mastroianni 

argues that Pierre “portrays revolution as an experience of passivity” through which “any 

65 For a rare treatment of the relationship between Melville and political economy, see Bonnie Honig, who argues 
convincingly that Melville finds a third term between political theology and political economy—the democratic. 
Honig, “Charged: Debt, Power, and the Politics of Flesh in Shakespeare’s Merchant, Melville’s Moby-Dick, and Eric 
Santner’s The Weight of All Flesh,” in The Weight of All Flesh: On the Subject-Matter of Political Economy, ed. Kevis 
Goodman (Oxford: Oxford UP, 2016), 131-182.  However, while this statement may be true for Moby-Dick, it does 
not hold for Pierre, where political economy and democracy become much more intimately intertwined. 
66 Michael Paul Rogin, Subversive Genealogy: The Politics and Art of Herman Melville (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 
1983), 183. 

https://economy.65
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democratic organization must endlessly destabilize itself.”67 Jeffory A. Clymer astutely notes 

that the novel highlights two different modes of property relations, “[presenting] a remarkably 

meticulous analysis of how notions of property rights and ideas of subjectivity are mutually 

constituted.”68 While these studies each highlight an important aspect of Pierre—the 

background of political revolution and a transformation of economic relations respectively— 

neither connects the two explicitly, as both Melville and Marx did through a theory of the 

transition.69 When we apprehend Melville’s scope, we see that he is not merely a thinker of the 

political or the economic but, like contemporaneous political economists, a nuanced critic both 

of the two spheres’ conjunction and mutual mediation. 

From the very beginning, Pierre creates an atmosphere that evokes the feudal mode of 

production and the aristocratic political arrangement that sustains it. In the novel’s first 

chapter, Melville’s narrator introduces the book’s eponymous character, Pierre Glendinning, in 

terms that definitively characterize him as an aristocrat: “Pierre was the only son of an affluent, 

and haughty widow; a lady who externally furnished a singular example of the preservative and 

beautifying influences of unfluctuating rank, health, and wealth.”70 Melville immediately marks 

Pierre’s life on the Saddle Meadows estate, using his widowed mother to invoke the 

67 Dominic Mastroianni, “Revolutionary Time and the Future of Democracy in Melville’s Pierre,” ESQ: A Journal of 
the American Renaissance 56.4 (2010): 396, 393. 
68 Jeffory A. Clymer, “Property and Selfhood in Herman Melville’s Pierre,” Nineteenth-Century Literature 61.2 
(2006): 172. 
69 For other readings that historicize the economic conditions of the novel’s historical moment, see Paul Royster, 
“Melville’s Economy of Language,” in Ideology and Classic American Literature, eds. Sacvan Bercovitch and Myra 
Jehlen (Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 1986), 313-36; Roger Hecht, “Rents in the Landscape: The Anti-Rent War in 
Melville’s Pierre,” American Transcendental Quarterly 19.1 (2005): 37-50; and Roger Hecht, “‘Mighty Lordships in 
the Heart of the Republic’: The Anti-Rent Subtext to Pierre” in A Political Companion to Herman Melville, ed. Jason 
Frank (Lexington: U of Kentucky P, 2013), 141-61.  For another reading that attends to the political climate, see 
Nicola Nixon, “Compromising Politics and Herman Melville’s Pierre,” American Literature 69.4 (1997): 719-41. 
70 Herman Melville, Pierre, or the Ambiguities (New York: Penguin, 1996), 4.  Hereafter cited parenthetically as P. 

https://transition.69
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stereotypically aristocratic values of rank, wealth, and haughtiness. Furthermore, against the 

more fluid social hierarchies of postfeudal social formations, the narrative casts this status as 

“unfluctuating,” emphasizing the ahistorical and instantiated character of Saddle Meadows’ 

political arrangement. 

Just like the Pyncheon’s house in Hawthorne’s Salem, the estate’s origins are scarcely 

idyllic; it is founded upon the imperial violence of Pierre’s ancestors, who extricated Indians 

from the land the estate occupies: “On the meadows which sloped away from the shaded rear 

of the manorial mansion, far to the winding river, an Indian battle had been fought, in the 

earlier days of the colony, and in that battle the paternal great-grandfather of Pierre, mortally 

wounded, had sat unhorsed on his saddle in the grass, with his dying voice, still cheering his 

men in the fray” (P, 6). This historical incident links Saddle Meadows—both as a tract of land 

and a carrier of the Glendinning name—to the imperialist aggression of an “Indian battle” that 

expropriated indigenous peoples’ land in order to install a feudal estate. As Jeffory A. Clymer 

argues, “Saddle Meadows is a form of property that both arises from and suppresses its bloody 

history” that becomes “Melville’s vision of the legacy of imperialism.”71 Almost from its very 

beginning, Pierre emphasizes that land and class are inseparable, illustrating that Saddle 

Meadows’ founding—and the American aristocracy it engenders—depends on an originary act 

of imperial violence that it represses. Through this repression and naturalization, the 

71 Clymer, “Property and Selfhood,” 184. 
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Glendinnings can apprehend their social position, a position that characterizes the feudal mode 

of production, ahistorically and apolitically.72 

Thus, as Pierre begins, Melville dramatizes the violent acts of force and law that remove 

inhabitants from the land and serve as the necessary precondition to the creation of a wage-

laboring class. In Marx’s account, the development of capitalism’s “free worker” consists 

primarily in extinguishing both his “own means of production” and “all the guarantees of 

existence afforded by the old feudal arrangements” (C, 875).  Importantly, this process bears 

witness to a history “of [the worker’s] expropriation…written in the annals of mankind in letters 

of blood and fire” (C, 875; emphasis added). The history of primitive accumulation 

fundamentally reveals violence against the dispossessed: “blood and fire.” For Marx this process 

assumes both direct physical violence (“The Expropriation of the Agricultural Population from 

the Land” [C, 877]) and legal state acts that justify this violence (“Bloody Legislation against the 

Expropriated” [C, 896]). 

Pierre’s account of Saddle Meadows’ genesis narrativizes this twofold movement of 

force and law.  Originally, the estate’s founding depends on removing the native inhabitants, 

which places the Indians occupying the frontier in the position of Marx’s feudal peasant. The 

novel dooms the land’s original occupants to become “the cyphers of three Indian kinds, the 

aboriginal and only conveyancers of those noble woods and plains” (P, 6). Melville highlights 

and personalizes this settler colonial violence, as he describes how Pierre’s grandfather 

“annihilated two Indian savages by making reciprocal bludgeons of their heads” (P, 29-30). 

72 Hecht, “Rents in the Landscape,” 47. For a further discussion of the analogies between feudalism and the 
conditions of both Saddle Meadows and the historical patroon estates of mid-nineteenth-century upstate New 
York, see Hecht, “‘Mighty Lordships,’” especially 144-54. 

https://apolitically.72
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Beyond encompassing isolated acts of violence, this expropriation takes the form of a universal 

(though natural) law, as numerous critics have noted; using a pastoral image, Melville 

naturalizes and systematizes the aristocracy’s existence on American soil: “tenant flocks shall 

there feed, long as their own grass grows, long as their own water shall run” (P, 11). It is this 

very phrase that prompts Samuel Otter to assert that “Melville associates the possession of 

land with the exploitation of poor whites and Native Americans.”73 This conflation of “poor 

whites” and “Native American” experience, however, ignores the specificity of the social 

relations at Saddle Meadows which a juxtaposition with Marx helps to illuminate. 

Unlike Marx, however, Melville demonstrates how this confiscation creates not 

proletarian laborers but rather the very feudal relations of production that primitive 

accumulation disrupts in Capital. Melville thus marks a crucial difference between America and 

the Old World as capitalism emerges. While in England this process can simultaneously 

eliminate the feudal system and install a capitalist one, in America “blood and fire” are required 

even to inaugurate feudal relations initially. When he reveals the intimate link that connects the 

Glendinning estate, Americanized feudalism, and colonial violence, Melville unmasks the force 

that underwrites American political economy. Importantly, political economists like Carey 

ignore these factors by casting social formation as a competition between aristocratic and 

democratic social relations. Even Hawthorne represses this by characterizing the Pyncheon 

property as a state-chartered land grant. Melville’s narrative on the contrary demonstrates 

73 Samuel Otter, Melville’s Anatomies (Berkeley: U of California, 1999), 200. For another excellent reading of 
Pierre’s relationship to white settler violence, see Clymer, “Property and Selfhood,” 175. 
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that the very possibility of differentiating the two requires expropriation, not smooth, peaceful 

development. 

To elucidate this connection between America and Europe, after detailing the “richly 

aristocratic condition of Master Pierre” (P, 12), Melville inflates this similarity between the New 

York patroons that the Glendinnings represent and Old World sociality. He suggests that these 

American elites are actually more aristocratic than their European counterparts, who in fact 

“out-Englands England,” further distancing the novel’s first half from anything resembling 

democratic politics.74 Against the contention of the “monarchical world” that America has no 

history because, among other things, it boasts no “chartered aristocracy,” the narrator 

contends that “[i]n England the Peerage is kept alive by incessant restorations and creations,” 

giving it the artificial status of “manufactured nobility” (P, 8, 10).  In contrast, Melville provides 

numerous examples to illustrate the “unobtrusive families in New England who … might easily 

trace their uninterrupted English lineage to a time before Charles the Blade” and who form the 

nexus of “mighty lordships in the heart of a republic” such as Saddle Meadows (P, 10, 11).75 

Thus the Glendinnings enjoy hyperaristocratic status, supremely embodying the feudal mode of 

production and aristocratic idleness.  As Michael Paul Rogin rightly notes, Saddle Meadows is 

74 Otter, Melville’s Anatomies, 196. 
75 Just as Hawthorne’s Pyncheons occupy an impossibly aristocratic position (with the trappings of English peerage 
unknown in midcentury Salem), Melville’s theory of New England settlement here creates another historically 
impossible aristocracy on American soil.  In so doing, he fits into a tradition of fictive representations of New 
England deployed to prop up myths about America.  For an extensive overview of such mythic depictions of New 
England and their ideological valences, see Joseph A. Conforti, Imagining New England: Explorations of Regional 
Identity from the Pilgrims to the Mid-Twentieth Century, U of North Carolina P (Chapel Hill: 2001), esp. 124-196 in 
which he argues that during the antebellum period, New England came to serve as a kind of metonym for the 
country as a whole.  Taking this into account, we find that Melville’s location of “mighty lordships” in the New 
England scene effectively places an Old World kernel at the heart of the American project itself, a suggestion that 
the bulk of the novel’s action supports.  Pierre’s metonym, however, is not the orderly white commercial Yankee 
village that Conforti locates in Stowe and other cultural figures, but the feudal estate and the tumultuous city. 

https://politics.74
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“an estate, where, so far as the romance shows us, no work is done at all.”76 By demonstrating 

that the Glendinnings and the social relations they dramatize stem from “uninterrupted English 

lineage,” Melville can connect his allegory of American primitive accumulation to the transition 

in Europe while simultaneously pointing towards the naturalization of American aristocracy 

that willfully forgets the originary moment of Indian expropriation (a forgetting that mirrors 

how classical political economy erases force and violence from Marx’s account). 

This idyllic and ahistorical aristocratic ethos that characterizes the novel’s beginning is 

quickly interrupted by a letter from the mysterious Isabel Banford, who claims to be Pierre’s 

illegitimate half-sister. Shocked by this letter, Pierre eventually meets her and learns her story, 

a tale that characterizes her as an ur-proletarian whose social position starkly contrasts with his 

own.  As her mysterious and convoluted history concludes, Isabel explicitly casts herself as a 

wage laborer: “I went to live at another house and earned wages there. My work was milking 

the cows, and making butter, and spinning wool, and weaving carpets of thin strips of cloth” (P, 

125).  Without any privileged familial lineage to which she can appeal, Isabel identifies herself 

through her milking, spinning, and weaving, which, she quickly notes, earn an income, though 

her account suggests cottage industry’s piecemeal work rather than industrial capitalism’s wage 

labor. 

Isabel further underscores labor’s ontological importance when recounting her first 

experiences at the farmhouse: “They taught me to sew, and work with wool, and spin the wool; 

I was nearly always busy now. This being busy, too, this it must have been which partly brought 

to me the power of being sensible of myself as something human” (P, 122).  Her very humanity 

76 Rogin, Subversive Genealogy, 162. 
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is dependent upon paid sewing and spinning; wage labor forms the bedrock of both her social 

position and her subjective identity. Isabel thus evokes Marx’s Economic and Philosophical 

Manuscripts (1844) in which he argues that “[t]he animal is immediately one with its life 

activity…. Man makes his life activity [i.e. labor] itself an object of his will and consciousness.” 

Only through laboring and making her activity an “object of [her] will and consciousness” can 

Isabel properly come into being.77 Her status as wage worker whose consciousness depends 

absolutely upon her labor characterizes Isabel as the antithesis of idle, aristocratic Pierre. 

Despite the two siblings’ radical class difference, Pierre is determined to aid Isabel by 

breaking his engagement to fellow aristocrat Lucy Tartan and entering a sham marriage with his 

supposed half-sister.78 Predictably, Mrs. Glendinning abhors this decision for its class 

implications, portraying Pierre’s marriage as lamentable miscegenation: “Thus ruthlessly to cut 

off, at one gross sensual dash, the fair succession of an honorable race! Mixing the choicest 

wine with filthy water from the plebian pool, and so turning all to undistinguishable rankness!” 

(P, 194). She views her son’s decision to wed a proletarian woman of the “plebian pool” as a 

very real threat to the Glendinnings’ aristocratic status, potentially ending “the fair succession 

of an honorable race.” Echoing contemporary anxieties about racial purity, she further 

bemoans the “undistinguishable rankness” that such a match will produce.  This 

indistinguishability inherent in Pierre’s match with Isabel parallels the formal and abstract 

77 Karl Marx, “Economic and Philosophical Manuscripts,” in Early Writings, trans. Rodney Livingstone and Gregor 
Benton (London: Penguin, 1974), 328. 
78 For an account of how marriage and the family change from the aristocratic to the liberal democratic, see Carole 
Pateman, The Sexual Contract (Stanford: Stanford UP, 1988), especially her argument that “[t]he many figures that 
populated the family in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries gradually disappeared until the couple of 
husband and wife took the centre of the stage, and the marriage contract became constitutive of domestic 
relations” (116). 

https://half-sister.78
https://being.77
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equality of the subjects of liberal democracy, a political ideology that undercuts Mrs. 

Glendinning’s aristocratic pretentions. Here the narrative makes good on its earlier claim that 

the reader “will pronounce Pierre a thorough-going Democrat … perhaps a little too Radical 

altogether to your fancy” (P, 13).  The radical democracy that Pierre’s marriage embodies, to 

borrow a contemporaneous reviewer’s phrase, “strikes…at the very foundations of society.”79 

Following this unspeakable offense to aristocratic dignity, Mrs. Glendinning expels 

Pierre from Saddle Meadows: “Beneath my roof, and at my table, he who was once Pierre 

Glendinning no more puts himself” (P, 185). Importantly, Pierre has not only been exiled from 

the domestic trappings of roof and table, but also from the Saddle Meadows land and his 

previous class position.  The protagonist realizes these consequences, exclaiming that 

“[h]enceforth, cast-out Pierre hath no paternity, and no past,” as he repudiates his aristocratic 

origins that were so contingent upon history and inheritance (P, 199). A radical democracy that 

recognizes no class differences undoubtedly engenders Pierre’s expulsion from Saddle 

Meadows.  Here, his situation resonates with Marx’s “moments when great masses of men are 

suddenly and forcibly torn from their means of subsistence, and hurled onto the labor-market 

as free, unprotected and rightless proletarians” (C, 876), moments characteristic of rising 

capitalism and dissolving feudalism (C, 896). Pierre finds himself “suddenly” torn from the 

“means of subsistence” that Saddle Meadows represents, and thus determines to go to the 

city—which, as Sacvan Berkovich has noted, constitutes “the main social and economic 

79 Brian Higgins and Hershel Parker, eds., Herman Melville: The Contemporary Reviews (Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 
1995), 445. 
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transition of Jacksonian America”—with Isabel and Delly.80 Using terms that again evoke Marx, 

Melville further underscores Pierre’s potential proletarianization just before he arrives in the 

city; the hero is, “for the present, thrown entirely upon his own resources, both for his own 

support and that of his wife, as well as for the temporary maintenance of a girl” (P, 227, 

emphasis added). 

PIERRE’S TRANSITION: THE CITY AND THE DISSOLUTION OF ARISTOCRACY 

Despite this abrupt removal to a radically different environment, all hope is not lost for 

Pierre to maintain his original aristocratic status. Nicola Nixon notes, quite rightly, that the 

division between aristocracy and wage laborers is not simply analogous to that between 

country and city: “New York substitutes for Saddle Meadows, proffering the appearance of 

democratic egalitarianism for feudal aristocracy, yet only the mode of the aristocracy’s 

representation changes.”81 Pierre’s cousin, a boyhood friend of “much more than cousinly 

attachment” (P, 216) and the novel’s sole urban aristocrat, Glendinning Stanly, owns “a very 

charming, little, old house, completely furnished in the style of the last century,” where Pierre 

hopes he will find refuge with Isabel and Delly (P, 220).  After the doorman denies him entry, 

Pierre resolves to burst in uninvited. Despite their once-intimate ties, Glen responds 

surprisingly to Pierre’s intrusion: “I do not know him; it is an entire mistake; why don’t the 

servants take him out, and the music go on?” (P, 239). Shorn of his rank and familial ties, Pierre 

becomes unrecognizable to his former boyhood friend. From this point onward, Pierre’s 

connections—both real and imagined—to the American aristocracy disappear; the work of 

80 Sacvan Berkovitch, The Rites of Assent: Transformations in the Symbolic Construction of America (New York: 
Routledge, 1993), 288, emphasis added. For a similar point, see Nixon, “Compromising Politics,” 728. 
81 Nixon, “Compromising Politics,” 733. 

https://Delly.80
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primitive accumulation is complete, brought about by democracy as figured in Pierre’s own 

character. 

As Clymer puts it, the city here represents a “turbulent world of property relations, 

exchange, and commodification” where, after the Glendinnings finally reject Pierre, material 

circumstances force him to become the wage laborer Isabel prefigures when the novel opens.82 

To support himself in New York City, Pierre (as many contemporaneous reviewers and recent 

critics both note) somewhat inexplicably turns to authorship as his profession.  Upon receiving 

his first wages, the narrator indicates a sea change in how Pierre understands his class position: 

What a glory it was then to Pierre, when first in his two gentlemanly hands he jingled 

the wages of labor! Talk of drums and the fife; the echo of coin of one’s own earning is 

more inspiring than all the trumpets of Sparta. How disdainfully now he eyed the 

sumptuousness of his hereditary halls—the hangings, and the pictures, and the bragging 

historic armorials and the banners of Glendinning renown; confident, that if need 

should come, he would not be forced to turn resurrectionist, and dig up his 

grandfather’s Indian-chief grave for the ancestral sword and shield, ignominiously to 

pawn them for a living! He could live on himself. Oh, twice-blessed now, in the feeling 

of practical capacity was Pierre. (P, 261)83 

In the city, Pierre defiantly renounces all his earlier ostentatious trappings—“the bragging 

historic armorials and the banners of Glendinning renown”—preferring instead “the wages of 

82 Clymer, “Property and Selfhood,” 173. 
83 A page earlier, the narrator echoes this sentiment—though less bombastically: “the then top of Pierre’s worldly 
ambition, was being able to boast that he had written such matters as publishers would pay something for in the 
way of a mere business transaction, which they thought would prove profitable” (260). 

https://opens.82
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labor.” Here he appears fully interpellated into the logic of capitalist social relations, reveling in 

the “echo of coin” over and against any hereditary rank and wealth. Furthermore, Pierre 

embraces the Victorian ethos of self-sufficiency, delighting that “[h]e could live on himself,” 

using his labor capacity in much the same way that Marx’s expropriated peasants—as he 

sardonically phrases it—have “nothing to sell except their own skins” (C, 873) following their 

proletarianization.84 Pierre’s radically democratic spirit has produced an effect analogous to 

the ones that Marxian primitive accumulation generate, hurling him from feudalism’s 

ahistorical, land-based relations into capitalism’s labor-based marketplace. 

In addition to being the seat of capitalist exchange and wage labor, Melville’s New York 

City also enshrines the same radical democracy that Pierre himself espouses throughout. 

Representative of the “political and social levelings and confoundings of all manner of human 

elements in America” (P, 275) is—perhaps surprisingly—the jail in which Isabel and Delly spend 

a considerable portion of their first night. The crowded cell’s inhabitants include “negresses,” 

“yellow girls,” “deep-rouged white women,” and “mustached fellows of all nations” (P, 240); 

this throng transcends both racial and national boundaries, many of which were firmly 

instantiated in the mid-nineteenth-century cultural imaginary. The description continues: “On 

all sides, were heard drunken male and female voices, in English, French, Spanish, and 

Portuguese” (P, 240), indicating a plurality that radically cuts across national, racial, and 

linguistic boundaries. The heterogeneous cast of characters resonates with Melville’s “meanest 

84 For another reading of Pierre’s enthusiasm for the perceived independence of wage labor, see Priscilla Wald, 
Constituting Americans: Cultural Anxiety and Narrative Form (Durham: Duke UP, 1995). Wald notes, “[t]he promise 
of financial self-reliance gives Pierre a deceptive sense of self-possession” (150).  However, this sober reading falls 
short of accounting for Pierre’s elation and, thus, the profundity of his interpellation and transformation. 

https://proletarianization.84


       

    

     

  

       

       

    

   

 

Page 165 

mariners, and renegades and castaways” of the Pequod to whom he ascribes “democratic 

dignity which, on all hands, radiates without end from God; Himself! ... The centre and 

circumference of all democracy! His omnipresence, our divine equality!” implying a similar 

celebration of democracy inthis set of New York City inmates.85 

The Pequod’s democratic crew, however, differs significantly from those jailed for 

unnamed crimes in Pierre. While in Moby-Dick (1851) democratic ideals shine forth from 

laborers managing the business of whaling, in Pierre they emerge in a jail cell to which Pierre 

reacts with “inexpressible horror and fury” (P, 240), registering what one critic identifies as 

Melville’s shift from a “deep commitment” to an “outright condemnation of capitalism across 

the two texts.86 Here the other side of primitive accumulation emerges. Describing those 

violently forced from their land, Marx argues that they “could not immediately adapt 

themselves to the discipline of their new condition.  They were turned in massive quantities 

into beggars, robbers and vagabonds” (C, 896), implying that capitalism’s development creates 

not only ostensibly free wage laborers but also an entirely new class (not unlike Moby-Dick’s 

mariners, renegades, and castaways) whose extralegal status forces them to bear the full brunt 

of capitalist law.  The jail’s inmates, then, parallel Pierre’s condition as a wage laborer. 

Primitive accumulation, which is understood in Pierre as the dissolution of upstate feudalism 

and the institution of capitalist wage labor, goes by the name of radical democracy, and Pierre 

quickly encounters its seedy underbelly, criminalized subjects who fall outside of capitalist 

production’s purview. Not only does the process produce capitalist social relations and the 

85 Herman Melville, Moby-Dick, eds. Hershel Parker and Harrison Hayford (New York: Norton, 2002), 103. 
86 Royster, “Melville’s Economy,” 313. 

https://texts.86
https://inmates.85
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wage laborer, it also produces criminals and various other social outcasts, both in Melville and 

in Marx.87 

Beyond serving as a backdrop for radically novel social types and relations, Pierre’s New 

York concretizes capitalism’s supersession of feudalism through the architecture of Pierre’s 

eventual permanent residence, the Church of the Apostles. The description of this peculiar 

construction begins: “In the lower old-fashioned part of the city, in a narrow street—almost a 

land—once filled with demure-looking dwellings, but now chiefly with immense lofty 

warehouses of foreign importers; and not far from the corner where the lane intersected with a 

very considerable but contracted thoroughfare for merchants and their clerks, and their carmen 

and porters; stood at this period a rather singular and ancient edifice, a relic of the more 

primitive time” (P, 265). This opening description portrays the Church of the Apostles as 

surviving a prior mode of production. Its very presence in the “lower old-fashioned part of the 

city” registers the city’s transition from a small residential center characterized by “demure-

looking dwellings” (perhaps not unlike those that populate Saddle Meadows) to a center of 

circulating capital, here signified by the “lofty warehouses of foreign importers.” Beyond 

embodying a transition in urban spatial arrangement, the church witnesses new laboring 

modes: “merchants and their clerks … carmen and porters,” indicating a nearly total transition 

in modes of production in Melville’s imaginary, from domestic cottage industry (“primitive 

87 Interestingly, the publication of Pierre coincides with a qualitative shift in the nature of penal institutions in 
America.  For a synthetic work on this and other reform movements, see Steven Mintz, Moralists & Modernizers: 
America’s Pre-Civil War Reformers (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins UP, 1995). Mintz argues, “By 1850, it was clear that 
the penitentiary would not live up to its founders’ promises.  Like the poorhouse, the penitentiary aimed to 
achieve a series of contradictory and ultimately irreconcilable goals: to punish and reform; to deter and 
rehabilitate; to segregate and resocialize.  By mid-century, the institution’s custodial role had superseded its 
rehabilitative aims” (88).  Perhaps Melville’s brief description of the holding cell registers this contradiction 
between segregation and resocialization, serving as a microcosm for the city and its capitalist social relations. 
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time” suggests this direction) to merchant capital.  Further, the narrator’s contrast between the 

city’s former commitment to “private residences” and its current population of “warehouses 

and offices” underscores that the church represents “change and progress” (P, 266) and thus 

symbolizes transition.  

While the survival of this “rather singular and ancient edifice” may suggest that 

historically-prior social relations survive in the heart of capitalist “development,” the building’s 

fate denotes a watershed moment, a transition whose motor is again democratic. Describing 

its evolution from a church to its current state exemplifying various apparatuses of capital, the 

narrator recounts, “The venerable merchants and accountants held a meeting, at which it was 

finally decided, that, hard and unwelcome as the necessity might be, yet it was now no use to 

disguise the fact, that the building could no longer be efficiently devoted to its primitive 

purpose.  It must be divided into stores; cut into offices; and given for a roost to the gregarious 

lawyers” (P, 265).  Far from perpetuating a bygone era, the church emblematizes political 

economy, combining past and present into a single edifice, yoking together the law’s political 

function (“gregarious lawyers”) and circulation’s economic one (“stores,” “offices”).  

Importantly, a democratic process generates the church’s repurposing; the “merchants and 

accountants held a meeting” to produce the decision, despite its “hard and unwelcome 

necessity.”88 This democracy, however, unlike Pierre’s radical version, already comes marked 

by an exclusion and tainted by capitalist social relations; those who decide “democratically” are 

88 For another reading of democracy’s function in Melville, see K. L. Evans, Whale!, (Minneapolis: U of Minnesota: 
2003), 65. 
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limited to merchants and accountants, representatives of finance capital rather than the whole 

body politic.89 

After capital encroaches, the church’s inhabitants amplify the perversion of democratic 

governance that created the space. Above the lawyers’ quarters, we find “artists of various 

sorts; painters, or sculptors, or indigent students, or teachers of languages, or poets, or fugitive 

French politicians, or German philosophers” who style themselves the Apostles (P, 267). 

Following the merchants’ decision that ushers in a new regime of capitalist circulation, they 

create an ostensibly democratic community in the church: “But as every effect is but the cause 

of another and a subsequent one, so it now happened that finding themselves thus clannishly, 

and not altogether infelicitously entitled, the occupants of the venerable church began to come 

together out of their various dens, in more social communion; attracted toward each other by a 

title common to all. By-and-by, from this, they went further; and insensibly, at last became 

organized in a peculiar society” (P, 269). What began as merely housing above the more 

capitalistic tenants becomes “a peculiar society” that encodes democratic ideals, each member 

of the Apostles “[coming] together” because of “a title common to all.” Interestingly, this 

community founded upon social equality leaves behind its foundation, the clannishness and 

entitlement that mirrors both Pierre’s move from aristocrat to wage laborer and the general 

movement of Marxian primitive accumulation. Of this community, Christopher Castiglia writes, 

“Only in that space is the present of democracy possible,” identifying in the Apostles a utopian 

89 For a more positive account of the merchant class’ place in democracy, see Alexander Hamilton, James Madison, 
and John Jay, The Federalist, ed. Benjamin Fletcher Wright (Cambridge: Belknap, 1961), especially Letter Number 
35, in which Publius asserts that “[t]he idea of an actual representation of all classes of the people, by persons of 
each class, is altogether visionary” and one should thus “consider merchants as the natural representatives of all 
these classes of the community” (256). . 

https://politic.89
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political impulse.90 The Apostles’ democratic practice, though not depicted at any length, 

would seem to produce collectively determined decisions from the discourse of free and equal 

community members. This version, however, presents a diluted version of Pierre’s which does 

not limit itself to a bounded community. Importantly, the narrator makes explicit that this 

version of democracy is incapable effecting social change, as the Apostles are “a company of 

harmless people, whose greatest reproach was efflorescent coats and crack-crowned hats all 

podding in the sun” (P, 277). As with Pierre’s story, through the church’s tenants we see 

already-diluted democracy fostering capitalist social relations, only for the former to be 

rendered ineffectual because of the very economic conditions the tenants’ political decision 

generates. 

Just as wage labor, criminality, and exchange reign in Pierre’s democratically-produced 

New York, the move from feudalism to capitalism in which the novel culminates installs a firm 

division of labor. At Saddle Meadows there was no such division, simply because there was no 

labor. It is otherwise in the city. Directly after Pierre celebrates his earning abilities, the 

narrator continues: “The mechanic, the day-laborer, has but one way to live; his body must 

provide for his body. But not only could Pierre in some sort, do that; he could do the other; and 

letting his body stay lazily at home, send off his soul to labor, and his soul would come faithfully 

back and pay his body her wages” (P, 261).91 Melville describes the urban economy in terms of 

90 Christopher Castiglia, Interior States: Institutional Consciousness and the Inner Life of Democracy in the 
Antebellum United States (Durham: Duke UP, 2008), 277. 
91 This position is hardly anomalous for writers in the antebellum publishing scene, who often found themselves 
exploited and their labor considered foreign to ordinary industrial commodity production.  For an excellent 
overview of the division between mental and manual labor as it pertains to 1840s publishing practices and writers’ 
struggle for fair wages, see Sandra Tomc, “’A form of life in which art is not art’: ‘Life in the Iron Mills’ and the 
Artist as Worker in the Nineteenth-Century United States,” American Literature, 89.3 (2017), 497-527, esp. 501-9.  
Additionally, Pierre’s position as simultaneously wage laborer and author coupled with his lack of success aligns 

https://impulse.90
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its organization of labor; mental and physical labor are mutually exclusive, and both work to 

reproduce themselves. Here, Melville not only uncannily anticipates Marx’s theory describing 

the reproduction of labor power (“his body must provide for his body”), but he also outlines the 

split between mental and manual work (which here reflects a separation between “soul” and 

“body”). As Etienne Balibar reads Marx, this very division “[transforms] what was merely a 

potentiality for domination into effective domination” under capitalism, becoming part and 

parcel of the capitalist mode of production by rendering the potential “effective.”92 Melville 

thus adds yet another symptom of primitive accumulation to an ever growing list. Faced with 

wage work’s gritty reality, Pierre must choose immediately between the position of “[t]he 

mechanic, the day-laborer,” and “the other”—he who “[sends] off his soul to labor.” Again, 

Melville encounters the same symptoms in Pierre that Marx does in Capital, demonstrating their 

fundamental interrelation.  Juxtaposing the two not only underscores the novel’s project as a political 

economic one, but also allows us to see that democracy lies at the root of those symptoms. 

It may seem as though Melville does not go as far as Marx on this particular issue of the 

capitalist division of labor. The novel’s division between mental and physical work appears 

somewhat arbitrary.  After all, Pierre (and by extension all like him) can “do that” or “do the 

other,” can choose to be a “day-iser” one day and “[let] his body stay lazily at home” the next. 

However, the narrator quickly qualifies this sentiment: “Yoke the body to the soul, and put both 

to the plough, and the one or the other must in the end assuredly drop in the furrow.  Keep, 

him with the mass of anonymous dime novel authors beholden to “industrial production based on division of labor 
and corporate trademarks, the pseudonyms of the market,” Michael Denning, Mechanic Accents: Dime Novels and 
Working-Class Culture in America, Verso (London: 1998), 22.  In many ways, Melville seems attuned to the changes 
in the culture industry via fiction that Denning charts quite meticulously in his study. 
92 Etienne Balibar, The Philosophy of Marx, trans. Chris Turner (London: Verso, 1995), 49. 
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then, thy body effeminate for labor, and thy soul laboriously robust; or else thy soul effeminate 

for labor, and thy body laboriously robust. Elect! the two will not lastingly abide in one yoke” (P, 

261).  What several lines earlier seems a fluid distinction becomes entirely reified here; no one 

can eliminate this rigidly instantiated, gendered dichotomy. The narrator’s strong imperative to 

Pierre, workers, and the reader to “Elect!” underscores the urgency and seriousness of the 

laborer’s situation while highlighting that such a division will never allow him to fully develop 

his capacities. The city’s radical democracy and the capitalist social relations inextricably 

soldered to it paint a grim picture indeed. In fact, Melville’s analysis of wage work and the 

division of labor quickly becomes a more general critique of “that doctrine which the world 

actually and eternally practices, of giving unto him who already hath more than enough, still 

more of the superfluous article, and taking away from him who hath nothing at all, even what 

he hath” (P, 262).  Pierre’s radical democratic spirit has brought him from idyllic aristocratic 

decadence to the frenzied capitalist exploitation and appropriation that Paul Royster labels 

“alienation in its classic Marxian form.”93 

DEMOCRATIC CAPITALISM: LUCY TARTAN IN NEW YORK 

Lucy Tartan’s arrival in New York repeats in many ways Pierre’s story, demonstrating that 

the phenomena Melville associates with Pierre’s radical democracy proliferate beyond his 

protagonist’s individual experience. Again an aristocrat is displaced and forced to enter into the 

wage relation.  Pierre’s brand of democracy becomes a totalizing vortex that will come to engulf 

all of the novel’s characters. Lucy reenters the narrative through a letter she drafts to Pierre 

asking rather unexpectedly that she live with him and Isabel. Initially, her appeal mirrors the 

93 Paul Royster, “Melville’s Economy of Language,” in Ideology and Classic American Literature, 327. 
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aristocratic ethos that she still inhabits and that Pierre has left behind.  Anticipating Isabel’s 

potentially problematic reaction, Lucy writes: “Speak thou immediately to her about me; thou 

shalt know best what to say. Is there not some connection between our families, Pierre? I have 

heard my mother sometimes trace such a thing out,—some indirect cousinship. If thou 

approves, then, thou shalt say to her, I am thy cousin, Pierre” (P, 311). This injunction requires 

that he and Isabel share the aristocratic values that he left behind in Saddle Meadows and that 

they have not severed all family bonds. Lucy’s letter amplifies family’s importance to the 

situation, collapsing familial distinctions into Pierre alone: “[T]hou art my mother and my 

brothers, and all the world, and all heaven, and all the universe to me” (P, 311).  However, as we 

have already seen, neither Pierre, nor Isabel, nor the city’s capitalist market economy, value 

ancient family ties and the status that they signify; this indifference indicates how strongly Lucy’s 

letter, a hangover from a prior historical moment in Melville’s narrative schema, conflicts with 

Pierre’s new status as wage laborer. 

The tension that Lucy exemplifies between the aristocratic world she leaves behind and 

the democratic one that brings her to the city culminates soon after her arrival.  As she 

prepares to ascend the stairs to Pierre and Isabel’s apartment, Glen Stanly and Frederic, Lucy’s 

older brother, attempt to restrain her and prevent her reunion with Pierre (P, 325). These two 

representatives of the Glendinning and Tartan families attempt to lure her back to Saddle 

Meadows with threats of a decidedly aristocratic bent, “that in case she persisted, her entire 

family would renounce her; and though she should be starving, would not bestow one morsel 

upon such a recreant, and infinitely worse than dishonorable girl” (P, 327).  To be effective, 

Glen and Frederic’s threats require that Lucy share their values of “family” and honor; she, like 
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Pierre, will be forever abandonedby not just her own family, but by the entire social 

arrangement that Glen and Frederic represent. Pierre counters this ostensible rescue attempt 

by invoking Lucy’s democratic personhood: “This sweet girl—this angel whom ye two defile by 

your touches—she is of age by the law:—she is her own mistress by the law.  And now, I swear 

she shall have her will! Unhand the girl!” (P, 327). Rejecting familial relations, Pierre’s 

exclamation recognizes Lucy’s absolute autonomy: “she is her own mistress.” Furthermore, 

Lucy’s autonomy receives its sanction not from Saddle Meadows’ traditions or her Tartan 

name, but purely from the city’s sociopolitical arrangement, by the law that Pierre references 

twice to guarantee her liberal democratic decision.94 

Just as Pierre’s democratically-mediated movement from aristocracy to capitalism ends 

in the wage labor of authorship, so too does Lucy become yet another wage laborer: “Lucy 

expressed her intention to practice her crayon art professionally. It would be so pleasant an 

employment for her, besides contributing to their common fund” (P, 330). The “crayon art” 

that was once merely amateur becomes a means through which Lucy can enrich their shared 

finances. Importantly, the narrator underscores how absolutely she breaks with both her earlier 

art and her family, suggesting that “she could hardly hope for any patronage from her mother’s 

fashionable and wealthy associates” (P, 331).  Against this patronage that characterizes cultural 

production in an aristocratic social formation (which the narrative makes clear Lucy no longer 

desires), Pierre proposes that she “shalt charge [the Apostles] one-seventy-five for a portrait” 

94 Later in the exchange, Lucy uses a similar phrase to counter Glen and Frederic’s threat of potential violence: “I 
am Lucy Tartan.  I have come to dwell during their pleasure with Mr. and Mrs. Pierre Glendinning, of my own 
unsolicited free-will.  If they desire it, I shall go; but no other power shall remove me, except by violence; and 
against any violence I have the ordinary appeal to law” (P, 328). 

https://decision.94
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(P, 332), placing her enterprise squarely within the exchange realm the church represents. This 

figure comes not because Pierre envisions any potential aesthetic merit, but rather from the 

capitalist logic of calculability: “[I]f thy terms were ten dollars, and thou didst crayon on trust; 

then thou wouldst have plenty of sitters, but small returns. But if thou puttest thy terms right-

down, and also sayest thou must have thy cash right-down too…then not so many sitters to be 

sure, but more returns” (P, 332).  Lucy’s drama repeats the transition narrative that Pierre’s 

story allegorizes: leaving the aristocratic world defined by family and patronage and entering 

the capitalist one, that emphasizes “cash,” “trust,” and “returns,” whose foundation is 

democratic sociality grounded in equality and law. 

Pierre’s embrace of radical democratic principles and the transition this position 

catalyzes may seem limited to his immediate family, but Melville emphasizes that the effects of 

his political and ideological position are totalizing. The deaths at the novel’s end rival 

Shakespearian tragedy. Mrs. Glendinning, Saddle Meadows’ matriarch, succumbs to 

“inconsolable grief” stemming from Pierre’s actions (P, 285). Pierre murders Glen in broad 

daylight with “[s]patterings of his own kindred blood … upon the pavement” and is jailed; Lucy 

“noiselessly [falls] at the feet of Pierre” after Isabel addresses him as “my brother.” Pierre 

poisons himself from a “secret vial” Isabel brings into the jail (P, 360). Isabel, too, drinks from 

the vial and, as the novel ends, she “[falls] upon Pierre’s heart, and her long hair ran over him, 

and [arbors] him in ebon vines” (P, 362).  None of the plot’s main actors—proletarian or 

aristocratic—escape the novel alive. The movement of primitive accumulation that Pierre and 

Pierre initiate effectively clears the novel’s sociopolitical ground, leaving nothing behind. Lucy, 

the aspiring portrait painter; Isabel, the perpetual proletarian; and Pierre, the professional 
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author; as well as Mrs. Glendinning and Glen Stanley, vestiges of the American aristocracy, are 

all dead.  Though one may note that some survivors remain, namely Fredric Tartan and Charles 

Millthorpe, they fail to offer viable alternatives to the death and destruction dominating 

Pierre’s conclusion.  Fredric does virtually nothing in the narrative and seemingly has no role 

other than as a foil for Pierre and as Lucy’s mourner, “holding his sister in his arms” (P, 362). 

Furthermore, the novel emphasizes Millthorpe’s ultimate impotence, thus reemphasizing how 

the Apostles’ intellectual endeavors continue to be entirely ineffectual. On this front Melville 

remains unequivocal. 

PRIMITIVE ACCUMULATIONS: THE DOUBLE MOVEMENT OF MELVILLE’S TRANSITION 

Concerning this almost absurdly tragic conclusion, Dominic Mastroianni stresses its 

political import: “[W]e cannot simply dismiss Pierre’s claim that ‘to die is life.’ In a strange way, 

the deaths of the final chapters evoke a life or a future for equality and democracy, for the ‘all 

alike’ belonging exclusively to the democracy of death.” Mastroianni, in other words, argues 

that Pierre finds a place for democracy and its practice only in an ethereal afterlife, effectively 

unactualizable in the novel’s (and America’s) present. Mastroianni even claims that Pierre 

somehow anticipates “a truly revolutionary future” through its tragic conclusion.95 However, 

this claim neglects the very real class dimensions that animate the novel. To make this 

argument, Mastorianni heavily (perhaps over-) emphasizes the importance of the narrator’s 

interjection in “Charlie Millthorpe”: “I joy that Death is this Democrat: and hopeless of all other 

real and permanent democracies, still hug the thought, that though in life some heads are 

crowned with gold, and some bound round with thorns, yet chisel them how they will, 

95 Mastroianni, “Revolutionary Time,” 415. 

https://conclusion.95
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headstones are all alike” (P, 278). However, rather than stressing the possibility of a 

revolutionary, utopian futurity, this passage laments the impossibility of a “real and permanent 

democrac[y].” Mastorianni’s reading thus repeats a persistent tendency of American culture 

that Russ Castronovo identifies as “a pervasive contempt for embodiment and materiality that 

[produces] subjects as citizens of the nation-state,” a contempt bound to death.96 Mastorianni 

further neglects the class dimensions of this passage, which underscores a stark division 

between the rich and the poor (“heads … crowned with gold” against those “bound round with 

thorns”) that characterizes the city’s capitalist and democratic milieu. Beginning with a 

tongue-in-cheek emphasis on “joy” and ending with the rather somber proclamation that 

“headstones are all alike,” the narrator expresses deep skepticism that radical democracy and 

capitalist modernity, despite their causal relation in the novel, can reconcile. Where 

Hawthorne and Carey posit a harmonious interdependence between democratic freedom and 

capitalist production and exchange (and where Marx shies away from the political outside of 

the law), Melville indicts democracy as the source of capitalist expropriation. 

In fact, Pierre’s conclusion suggests that the radical break between feudalism and 

capitalism its hero wreaks is complete. The narrative emphasizes that—upon Pierre’s murder 

of Glen—“his own hand had extinguished his house in slaughtering the only unoutlawed human 

being by the name of Glendinning” (P, 360), leaving Saddle Meadows and the aristocratic ideals 

that it embodies entirely defunct.97 The dissolution of the feudal system that the novel 

96 Russ Castronovo, Necro Citizenship: Death, Eroticism, and the Public Sphere in the Nineteenth-Century United 
States (Durham: Duke UP, 2001), 8. 
97 Earlier, the novel makes explicit that “all Saddle Meadows was become Glen Stanly’s” upon Mrs. Glendinning’s 
death (P, 285). 

https://defunct.97
https://death.96
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portrays is finally complete, and democracy undergirds every moment of its destruction.98 With 

that vestigial social relation obliterated, primitive accumulation ends, and all the main, laboring 

characters choose death over a life of New York City wage labor and urban alienation. Everyone 

in Pierre’s narrative universe seems doomed to this status—wage labor or death—as the novel 

imagines no capitalists whatsoever, either in the country (somewhat predictably) or more 

curiously in the city, with its emphasis on exchange, alienation, and earnings, perhaps to 

emphasize the structural nature of the transformation it dramatizes. The novel’s violent 

transition has run its course—removing naturalized ties to the land, throwing a mass of people 

onto the labor market, and erecting capitalist social relations in America—but we are not left 

with wage-laborers, capitalists, and social relations grounded in private property (as we are in 

Marx’s account), but rather a dystopian scene in which both the feudal and capitalist modes of 

production as well as anything approximating sociality have disappeared.99 

In Pierre, Melville transplants Marx’ analysis of the transition (unlike the latter’s English 

example) into an American context. In doing so, he illustrates how American capitalism’s 

ascendance and its attendant democratic polity rely upon two temporally distinct foundations. 

The first comes as an act of imperial violence that, in order to establish a feudal aristocracy such 

as Saddle Meadows, removes the Indians from their land.100 The second, driven by radical 

98 For a contrasting view of the novel’s politics, see John Carlos Rowe, At Emerson’s Tomb: The Politics of Classic 
American Literature (New York: Columbia UP, 1997).  Rowe contends that “Melville transforms the democratic 
revolution into the secret consolidation of a new American aristocratic power” (81), aligning him much more with 
Tocqueville than with Melville. 
99 In an opposing view of democracy’s potential in Pierre, Christopher Castiglia claims that in the queer community 
of the Apostles, “the present of democracy [is] possible, and only the unlikely queers of romance seem capable of 
achieving it” (Interior States, 277). Though tempting, this reading neglects the quasi-authoritarian figure of 
Plinlimmon, his hierarchal relation to the Apostles, and the ultimate impotence of all the members’ endeavors 
despite their revolutionary pretensions. 
100 It is worth noting that Hawthorne, too, hints at this originary expropriation in the House of the Seven Gables’ 
history, although significantly more obliquely than Melville. 

https://disappeared.99
https://destruction.98


     

     

    

   

   

 

  

     

     

         

 

         

  

Page 178 

democracy, involves that very aristocracy’s dissolution through class leveling and (as Mrs. 

Glendinning sees it) miscegenation. Finally, in the spirit of democracy and equality, aristocrat 

and proletarian alike come face-to-face with capitalist exploitation and must make the 

unenviable choice of death or wage labor. In a way, Melville thus goes—to channel Antonio 

Negri’s phrase—“beyond Marx”.  While Marx’s analysis is limited primarily to the peasantry’s 

experience, through Pierre’s aristocratic figure Melville extends the logic of primitive 

accumulation to society writ large, while simultaneously exploring its political foundations. In 

emphasizing the democratic spirit that drives this movement, Melville also diagnoses and 

critiques liberal democratic government’s economically exploitative tendencies.101 Unlike in 

Carey’s political economy, there is no true freedom in Pierre. Freedom from reified aristocratic 

relations yields merely the opportunity to enter exploitative capitalist wage labor. Freedom 

from the latter merely means death. Reading Pierre alongside Marx allows us to see how 

Melville’s work connects property, socioeconomic relations, and revolutionary politics and 

urges us—in the face of the novel’s radical critique—to envision new and radical forms that 

shake the foundations of all three and to realize “real and permanent [democracy]” (P, 278) 

before death’s ultimate and illusory democratic leveling. For Melville, this would have to 

exceed the bare and absolute equality of his novel’s democratic practice which ineluctably 

succumbs to capital’s transcendence. 

Through the examples of Melville’s and Hawthorne’s fiction, we see a keen concern with 

political economic issues amongst American Renaissance writers. Just as Carey and Marx turn 

101 For a similar point in Marx’s oeuvre itself, see “On the Jewish Question,” in Early Writings, trans. Rodney 
Livingstone and Gregor Benton (London: Penguin, 1974), 211-42. 



  

        

Page 179 

their attention to the origins of American capitalism, grappling with its relationship to 

aristocracy both at home and abroad and its ostensibly liberal democratic foundations, these 

two authors dramatize strikingly similar aristocratic families and their encounters with the 

burgeoning liberal capitalist world outside their estates, encounters which both end in 

capitalism’s hegemonic status. While each offers a radically different—if not diametrically 

opposed—theory of the transition, both make clear the centrality of the aristocracy, something 

anathema to mid-century political economy. Pierre and The House of the Seven Gables attempt 

to imagine the downfall of a kind of feudalism and the rise of capitalism in terms of democracy, 

offering a level of sophistication not found in the period’s best political economy. Both Melville 

and Hawthorne demonstrate that aristocracy becomes a crucial unit of analysis for thinking the 

relationship between capitalism and democracy, paradoxically because of its fundamental 

contradiction to both systems and demands to accommodate both. The lesson of both Seven 

Gables and Pierre is that the aristocracy, its practices and values, are not as easily supplanted as 

the political economists suppose. This lesson is not limited to the fiction of the most canonical 

of American novelists, as our trajectory from Brockden Brown through Cooper to Melville might 

lead us to suppose, but forms the bedrock of an oeuvre (to borrow a phrase from David 

Reynolds) beneath the American Renaissance in the fiction of George Lippard. 
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Chapter 4: Letters of Blood and Fire: Contract and George Lippard’s Paper Political Economy 

Thus far, we have seen how Northeastern novelists have taken up the problem of 

aristocracy in their fiction, employing Old World—and Old World-inflected—characters in order 

to explore these characters’ influences on United States political economy. From Edgar 

Huntly’s insistence on the fundamental connections between Old World servitude and the 

yeoman republic’s ideals to Melville’s deconstruction of urban capitalism and wage labor in and 

through a dispossessed upstate patroon, aristocratic ideals serve as active participants and 

vanishing mediators in fictional histories of New World capital and democracy.  None of these 

histories, however, has attempted to circumvent explicitly these influences to imagine an 

alternative, remaining instead at the level of diagnosis and backing away from their insights. 

Hawthorne’s protagonists imaginary resolve their conflict through western frontier settlement; 

Cooper’s Littlepages flee the opposite direction, taking refuge in Italy. The Old World’s ideals 

and practices did not only serve as a vanishing mediator for nineteenth-century American 

political economy or something it had to reject, however. Indeed, the tenuous relationship 

between capitalist and democratic exigencies and the United States’ legal ideals prompted a 

reevaluation of this very relationship. 

In perhaps this phenomenon’s most famous nineteenth-century example, American 

jurist Joseph Story argued tirelessly that the vicissitudes of the United States’ economic 

practice, a new paper capitalism grounded in new financial instruments and the ascendance of 

contract as the sine qua non of social relations, required that the law be modernized.1 Story 

1 By paper capitalism, I mean the system of practices and new financial instruments associated with nineteenth-
century capitalism which dissociated capital from the fungible and personal towards the anonymous and abstract. 
As Jean-Christophe Agnew, channeling Michael Zakim’s work, exclaims: “‘paperwork’—and the apparatus that 
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contended throughout the 1830s and 40s that American jurisprudence needed to establish a 

system of equity to supplement defects in the common law, particularly those which arise 

through capitalism’s new regime of paper: “fraud, accident and trust are proper objects of 

courts of equity.”2 If natural justice is to reign in the United States, estates must be settled 

outside of the common law, frauds and counterfeits must be remediated, and misfortune 

wrought by happenstance should receive due compensation.3 In sum, equity is to correct new 

injustices and oppressions that arise out of what Stephen Mihm characterizes as a 

“proliferation of paper” in which “capitalists and counterfeiters flourished together.”4 

produced it—[was] something more than the mere detritus of otherwise opaque economic forces …a constitutive 
force of its own.  Capitalism, in this account, did not leave a trail of documents: it blazed a trail by means of them. 
[…] All of these instruments turn out to have been the utilities, the software or killer apps, so to speak, through 
which generations of nineteenth-century farmers, workers, merchants, and manufacturers were schooled to a new 
ideological schema of marketization” in “Afterword: Anonymous History” in Capitalism Takes Command, pp. 277-
84. These sea change ushered in a system in which, Stephen Mihm argues, “[v]alue…was not something inert, 
something inherent in the note itself, the way that gold in a coin was thought to have an intrinsic value.  Far from 
it: value was something that materialized and became tangible when the note was exchanged, when put 
confidence in the note of another” in A Nation of Counterfeiters: Capitalists, Con Men, and the Making of the 
United States, Harvard UP (Cambridge: 2009).  Lippard draws upon all of these aspects, paper, financial 
instruments, confidence, deceit, and documentation to construct his political economic critique across his oeuvre, 
as we have seen. 
2 Commentaries on Equity Jurisprudence as Administered in England and America, Little, Brown, and Company 
(Boston: 1877), p. 51. Part of the challenge for Story’s legal crusade proved reconciling doling out justice according 
to equity principles and maintaining and upholding the authority of common law.  For example, R. Kent Newmeyer 
emphasizes that Story’s particular brand of equity “would not encroach on the common law so as to weaken the 
fabric of contract,” Supreme Court Justice Joseph Story: Statesman of the Old Republic, U of North Carolina P 
(Chapel Hill: 1986), p. 294.  Thus, equity and the common law were to supplement each other, forming a complete 
system for the advancement of natural justice within a capitalist economic order. 
3 This is hardly a universal sentiment in antebellum jurisprudence, especially concerning accident and risk. As 
Jonathan Levy reminds us in his Freaks of Fortune, risk and accident indeed have a history which, for him, 
culminates in Lemuel Shaw’s 1842 decision in Farwell v. Boston and Worcester R. R. Corp.  Moreover, their 
history—like many others in the transition to capitalism—is one of privatization and enclosure.  Liberal self-
ownership, he contends produces (again, like so many other capitalist phenomena) a double freedom: “A liberal 
freedom that is from traditional, often authoritarian, patterns of social life that achieved security as security 
moved into the new corporate financial system of risk management. […] But the other side of the same coin was 
the freedom to call one’s upside risks—however freakish—one’s own,” Harvard UP (Cambridge: 2012), p. 13-4. 
4 A Nation of Counterfeiters, p. 11-3. 
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This chapter takes up Story’s diagnosis and proposed solution to this juridico-economic 

lacuna and works towards outlining a (critique of) paper capitalism’s political economy by 

turning to Philadelphia novelist, journalist, and labor activist George Lippard. More so than the 

other authors whose fiction grapples with political economic shifts in the United States, Lippard 

goes beyond a diagnosis of the persistence of Old World oppressions and works towards a 

critique and supersession of them across his oeuvre. Perhaps his most succinct statement of 

this persistence comes in a brief scene in his 1847 collection Washington and his Generals: or, 

Legends of the Revolution. Consisting mostly of larger-than-life depictions of its eponymous 

character and lengthy descriptions of Revolutionary War battles, Lippard pauses in a sketch that 

attempts to explain Benedict Arnold’s famous treasonous defection in terms that resonate with 

Story’s insistence upon the existence of new forms of oppression that require different means 

of administering justice. The determining factor in Arnold’s defection to the British, according 

to Lippard’s romance, lies in his proximity to the contagion of Old World social forms through 

his marriage: “We must look at Arnold now, as by this marriage and his important position…he 

is brought into contact with a proud and treacherous aristocracy—as he feasts, as he drinks, as 

he revels with them.”5 Predictably, Lippard extends and reiterates this working-class distaste 

for an unproductive, “proud and treacherous aristocracy,” contending that –at least in this 

historical instantiation—it becomes irresistible to even the most fervent patriot and democrat: 

“That profligate and treacherous aristocracy, would ruin an angel from heaven, if an angel 

could ever sink so low, as to be touched by the poison of its atmosphere” (184). Importantly, 

5 George Lippard, Washington and his Generals: or, Legends of the Revolution, G. B. Zieber and Co. (Philadelphia: 
1847), 184, hereinafter cited parenthetically. 
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however, this brief, fanciful explanation of Benedict Arnold’s about-face in the context of 

Washington’s heroics (the collection’s explicit subject matter) and the revolutionaries’ victory 

would seem to imply a historical narrative that consigns an official aristocracy and its 

treacherous influence to the past, or at the very least, across the Atlantic in slavish and 

backward Europe. 

However, Lippard’s subsequent digression addressed directly to his contemporary 

readership contends that this influence persists in the present day in a new form.  Anticipating 

readerly objections that such a class is resigned to the past of Lippard’s historical sketches, the 

narrator offers a genealogy of the aristocracy that tempted Arnold: 

We can form our estimate of the character of this Aristocracy in the Revolution, from 

the remnant which survives among us, at the present hour. Yes, we have it among us, at 

the present hour. Yes, we have it among us yet, existing in an organized band of 

pretenders, whose political and religious creed is comprised in one word—England— 

lovers of monarchy and everything that looks like monarchy, in the shape of privileged 

orders, and chartered infamies; Tory in heart now, as they were Tories in speech, in the 

days of the Revolution (ibid.).  

Lippard’s brief digression identifies a movement from “Tories in speech” to “Tory in heart” that 

accompanies the American political revolution.  While no longer present structurally (the 

United States has no officially sanctioned “monarchy” or “privileged orders” after all), 

“England” and the aristocratic rank order for which it stands survives in a certain social class’ 

“political and religious creed” and economic niche which threatens to undermine American 

political and economic institutions. In many ways this new Tory class divorced from state 
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sanction is worse than their predecessors, the “Tories in speech.” According to Lippard, one 

finds their “heraldry” not in state legers but that “of a broken bank, that chronicles the 

wholesale robbery of the widow and the orphan” (85). Moreover, their oppression extends 

beyond Lippard’s favorite victim class who evoke a nineteenth-century cult of sentiment that 

colors his sensationalism—“the widow and the orphan”6—and into the cultural realm: “it 

starves some poor child of genius…and suffers him to go starving and mad, from the quiet of his 

studio, to the darkness of the Insane Asylum” (ibid.).7 Cast adrift from the Old World political 

moorings, this new American version of aristocracy catalyzes paper capitalism’s fresh and 

vigorous forms of oppression.  This oppression—here typified by the “broken bank[‘s]” 

ledgers—that forms the cornerstone of Story’s appeal for equity becomes the means through 

which Old World oppressions manifest in antebellum America. 

Indeed, much of Lippard’s oeuvre reads as an expansion and meditation on this 

foundational insight that informs the Benedict Arnold sketch and Story’s Commentaries. His 

first and most widely-read novel, The Quaker City, or The Monks of Monk-Hall offers a wide-

ranging and thorough critique of both paper capitalism as a transformation of aristocratic 

oppression (not unlike Washington’s “Tor[ies] in heart”) and one of its primary devices— 

contract—as a mere performance which props up the fiction of free agents and mutual consent 

6 On the issue of demarking the boundary between sensational and sentimental fiction in the era, see Shelley 
Streeby, “Sensational Fiction” in A Companion to American Fiction: 1780-1865, ed. Shirley Samuels, Blackwell 
Publishing (Malden: 2004), pp. 179-190 which demonstrates the permeation of the two affective registers and 
genres in the antebellum cultural scene. This focus on the helpless and oppressed is quite common for city 
mysteries writing, appearing prominently also in Ned Buntline’s Mysteries and Miseries of New York: A Story of 
Real Life, James M’Glashan (Dublin: 1849) which details the trials and tribulations a sympathetic and impoverished 
sewing girl who several rakish libertines attempt to seduce in the opening scene. 
7 Citing a specific example, Lippard contends that “[t]here is nothing which this aristocracy hates so fervently, as 
Genius, native to the soil. It starved and neglected that great original mind, Charles Brockden Brown, and left him 
to die in his solitary room, while all Europe was ringing with his praise” (185). 



  

      

     

    

  

 
 

 
 
 

  
 

 
 

Page 185 

as a pasteboard mask over the very same force and violence that undergird Old World political 

economy. In other words, Lippard’s Quaker City interrogates and critiques what Amy Dru 

Stanley describes as the period’s conflation of contract and freedom whereby “contract 

became a dominant metaphor for social relations and the very symbol of freedom.”8 In so 

doing, Lippard points towards many of the same phenomena that Story does to appeal 

(implicitly in the case of The Quaker City) for a means of correcting them in the name of natural 

justice. His final novel, New York, its Upper Ten and Lower Million, attempts to articulate an 

explicit solution, like Story in terms of a separate arm of the law.  Predictably, given his distaste 

for Tory politics however, he attempts to do so without Story’s well documented Anglophilia, 

establishing a system of equity which employs the very means of contract and paper capitalism, 

attempting to supersede them towards the ends of what Story would call natural justice.9 

However, despite his poignant critique Lippard remains unsuccessful in imagining a viable 

alternative to the status quo at which his fiction takes aim because of the persistence of the Old 

World, aristocratic forms that Story mobilizes. 

8 From Bondage to Contract: Wage Labor, Marriage, and the Market in the Age of Slave Emancipation, Cambridge 
UP (Cambridge: 1998), x. In addition to being the sine qua non of antebellum freedom, contract relied jointly on 
the “principles of self-ownership, consent, and exchange” (4) in contradistinction to its forerunners: Puritan 
covenant theology and Enlightenment social contract doctrine.  Recently, Levy has supplemented our 
understanding of “self-ownership,” demonstrating that the ideal of the possessive liberal self requires that one 
assume risk. As he puts it, “In a democratic society, according to the new gospel, free and equal men must take, 
run, own, assume, bear, carry, and manage personal risks” (5).  The notion of risk, however, does not factor heavily 
in Lippard’s theory of contract and free agency, likely stemming from his deep distrust of speculation and other 
“non-productive” forms of gain. 
9 In the Commentaries, for example, the jurist asserts that “equity jurisprudence, in its main streams, flows from 
the same sources here that it does in England, and admits of an almost universal application in its principles” and 
that the United States ought to embrace “the same matters of jurisdiction and modes of remedy as exist in 
England” (48). This did not go unremarked during Story’s time.  As Gary L. McDowell details, his contemporary 
adversaries despised Story’s two largest juridical influences—Mansfield and Blackstone—for their “Tory” views; in 
“Joseph Story’s ‘Science’ of Equity,” Supreme Court Review 1.6 (1979), 153-172. 
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In this chapter, I outline the ways that Lippard characterizes what he terms this new 

United States aristocracy and diagnoses new forms of oppression that it perpetuates across his 

fiction.  In this chapter, I argue that his novels of social critique place paper capitalism and 

contract—their conventions, material practices, and histories—as the model and ultimate 

source of new forms of antebellum political and economic oppression. Everything from the 

seduction of an innocent merchant’s daughter to the dispersal of a massive estate, the 

authentication of an aristocratic title to the ossification of racial identity is underpinned by 

paper (which, at times, works even in the absence of writing). Across The Quaker City and New 

York, Lippard places an aristocratic residue at the heart of ostensibly liberal capitalist, political 

and economic contracts which informs the force, violence, and iterability that they inevitably 

conceal beneath the veneer of mutual consent. This sophisticated deconstruction of the 

doctrine of contract goes well beyond the ham-handed anti-capitalist producerism with which 

critics typically associate Lippard. Unlike other writers of sensation and city mysteries fiction, 

who demonstrate an implicit faith in contract and the tenets of paper capitalism, Lippard finds 

them to be not just one manifestation of oppression but its source in antebellum political 

economy.10 What is scattered throughout and largely implied in his first novel becomes more 

tightly presented and nuanced in his last, demonstrating the development of his political 

economic thought which culminates in a critique of contract and paper capitalism as the 

10 For example, George Foster uses a literal paper boy as an example of capitalist virtue, extolling the steady 
accumulation and rise from poverty of a couple of newspaper magnates. The man Foster appoints as the “King of 
the Newsboys,” Mark Maguire become his exemplar of paper capitalism’s morality: “He commenced a poor, 
friendless and ragged little urchin, buying his two or three copies of the old Sun, and when he had sold them, going 
back and investing both capital and profit in another purchase. […] From newsboy he became a speculator; and, 
having credit with all the publishers, bought up large numbers of papers at a trifle below the rate when they were 
doled out by dozens…” in New York by Gas-Light and Other Urban Sketches, ed. Stuart M. Blumin, U of California P 
(Berkeley: 1990), p. 115. 

https://economy.10
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constitutive elements of oppression in the antebellum urban scene, but which ultimately he is 

unable to escape. 

EXCHANGING CONSENT: PERFORMATIVITY, FORCE, AND CONTRACT IN MONK-HALL 

Lippard published his first and most popular novel, The Quaker City, or The Monks of 

Monk Hall, serially in 1843-4 and then in book form in 1844. Ostensibly a work of sensation 

fiction indicting Philadelphia’s upper class for their decadence and disregard for the suffering of 

poor mechanics, orphans, and widows, Lippard centers his tale around the seduction of a pure 

merchant’s daughter, Mary Arlington, by a dandyish libertine, Gus Lorrimer. In fact, Lippard 

summarizes the moral of his tale explicitly in these terms: “I determined to write a book, 

founded upon the following idea: That the seduction of a poor and innocent girl is a deed 

altogether as criminal as deliberate murder.”11 Lippard, notes, however, that the purpose of 

the novel extends beyond this in an attempt to represent “all the phases of a corrupt social 

system, as manifested in the city of Philadelphia” (QC 2). The preface’s emphasis implies that 

seduction (itself a manipulation of contract’s foundations in mutual consent) is the sine qua non 

of this “corrupt social system,” all other “phases” serving as complement to this supreme evil. 

Critics, too, have accordingly read the novel with this emphasis in mind. For example, Michael 

Denning contends in his seminal study of dime novels that Quaker City is concerned with “the 

figure of Monk-hall, and the continual retelling of a seduction-rape narrative.”12 To reduce the 

11 George Lippard, The Quaker City, or The Monks of Monk-Hall, ed. Daqvid S. Reynolds, U of Massachusetts P 
(Amherst: 1995), 1-2, hereinafter cited parenthetically as QC. 
12 Michael Denning, Mechanic Accents: Dime Novels and Working-Class Culture in America, Verso (London: 1998), 
p. 87. As his argument continues, he further reduces the interpretive possibilities by asserting that “we must 
understand the way this plot condenses social and political evils into the figure of the seducer” (94) in order to 
make sense of Lippard’s fiction. 
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variegated and tortuous plot of the novel in this fashion, however, fails to account for the 

sophistication of Lippard’s critique. 

Other critics have worked to correct oversimplifications like Denning’s more recently, 

exploring the novel’s politics outside the seduction narrative. David Anthony has refocused our 

understanding of the text’s gender politics in terms of what he calls “debtor masculinity,” which 

registers “a culture’s anxious attempt to deal with the trauma of a perceived fall away from the 

supposed wholeness of a reliable and fixed gold standard.”13 Drawing attention to yet another 

form of masculinity in Lippard’s purview, Carey R. Voeller contends that through the sometimes 

sympathetic, sometimes sinister, Devil-Bug, Lippard is able to transcend antebellum discourses 

of disability, as “the disabled are often linked to Christ and his radical teachings and 

philosophies, as subjects of inclusion, not ostracization.”14 Moving away from these critics’ 

emphases on the text’s various forms of masculinity, Timothy Helwig examines its racial politics 

which, far from being typical working-class racism of the period, present “racial sympathies 

[which] are, in fact, complex and radical.”15 While useful correctives to the often reductive 

theses that Denning offers, this recent criticism loses sight of the complex class politics at work 

in Quaker City so critical to Lippard’s critique of the fresh and vigorous forms of aristocratic 

oppression in the antebellum United States which paradoxically takes the form of liberal 

13 David Anthony, “Banking on Emotion: Financial Panic and the Logic of Male Submission in the Jacksonian 
Gothic,” American Literature 76.4 (2004), 741.  Moreover, Anthony emphasizes, Quaker City shows how this 
unstable, anxiety-ridden masculinity becomes channeled into more respectable forms suitable to mid-century 
ideologies of domesticity. 
14 Carey R. Voeller, “Disability, Masculinity, and Sentimentality in Lippard’s The Quaker City,” Studies in American 
Fiction 43.1 (2016), 4. 
15 Timothy Helwig, “Denying the Wages of Whiteness: The Racial Politics of George Lippard’s Working-Class 
Protest,” American Studies 47.3-4 (2006), 93. 
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capitalist contract and new financial practices of paper capitalism.16 Reading the novel this 

way, we find in Lippard a sophisticated political economy grounded in this critique that is far 

more complex and systematic than the critical tradition has given him credit for.17 

In The Quaker City, this critique takes the form of a kind of anatomy of paper capitalism 

and contract, with various subplots highlighting a different aspect of paper capitalism’s 

oppressive apparatus. For Lippard, against the liberal ideal of contract as a mutual exchange 

between free, equal, and consenting parties, contract is a performance, a set of rituals of sorts, 

subject to iterable conventions which serve both to elicit consent and legitimize any agreement 

by their very conventionality.18 This apparatus works to undermine consent and establish free 

agency as a fiction, eschewing freedom and mutuality and installing the spectre of force and 

violence in its wake. Lippard does not limit this excavation of violence at the heart of paper 

freedom to contract alone, but rather extends it to the whole paper capitalist apparatus from 

16 In a way, these critics have failed to account for Shelley Streeby’s foundational claim to the renewal of critical 
interest in Lippard’s work that “[u]ltimately, Lippard insists that class identifications are primary, and he promotes 
a definition of class that subsumes other subaltern positions,” in “Opening up the Story Paper: George Lippard and 
the Construction of Class,” boundary 2 24.1 (1997), 183.  While Streeby is right to assert the primacy of class to 
Lippard’s political project—across both his journalism and his fiction, she reduces class to more-or-less an interplay 
between the working class (however variegated) and capital without attending to the many subplots in his fiction 
where an explicitly or implicitly aristocratic presence actively shapes the economic and political milieu. 
17 Here, I diverge from Chad Luck who has recently contended that Lippard’s fiction diagnoses the capitalist system 
as an affective phenomenon grounded in theft and dispossession.  According to Luck: “His novels…are calculated 
to convey the feeling of having something stolen, of having your property taken from you, in order that his readers 
might be continually reminded of the theft-dynamic that he believes is endemic to a possessive market society” 
The Body of Property: Antebellum American Fiction and the Phenomenology of Possession, Fordham UP (New York: 
2014), p.193.  While a promising account on the politics of affect in sensation fiction, Luck’s diagnosis of this 
dimension as the sine qua non of Lippard’s critique of capital and political activism makes capitalism a matter of 
feeling rather than a system of production and exploitation. Furthermore, such attention to individual affect turns 
our attention away from the most important—and perhaps least affective—element of his political economic 
expose: contract. 
18 On the performative and formulaic dimensions of the law in general, see Michael Hancher, “Speech Acts and the 
Law,” in Language Use and the Uses of Language, Ed. Roger W. Shuy and Snna Shnukal, Georgetown UP 
(Washington: 1980), 245-56 and J. Visconti, “Speech acts in legal language: introduction,” Journal of Pragmatics, 41 
(2009), 393-400.  Both draw attention to the necessity of reproducing formalized linguistic conventions in the 
production of legally binding agreements.  Lippard, too, is attuned to and insistent upon the linguistic dimension of 
paper capitalism’s performances, but brings extralinguistic acts into the fold as well. 

https://conventionality.18
https://capitalism.16
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bills of credit to stock certificates, proofs of racial identity to dynastic trusts. Significantly, these 

interrelated phenomena are not wholly new, but are merely shifts in form of Old World social 

types and practices. Antebellum capitalism, it seems, makes consent and mutual exchange 

impossible and, indeed, proliferate the Old World institutions they purport to supersede. 

The first such instance of paper capital’s oppression takes the form of a wager and a 

marriage contract.  In the novel’s first book—perhaps the most widely remarked upon in all of 

Lippard’s extensive oeuvre—this critique emerges in the seduction narrative that Denning 

places at its center, but counterintuitively precedes the seduction itself as its condition of 

possibility. The novel opens with a drunken evening at an oyster cellar not far from 

Independence Hall where several young men, including most significantly Gus Lorrimer and 

Byrnewood Arlington, are sharing stories. Lorrimer opens by enticing his audience with a 

description of a girl almost too beautiful and pure to be believed: “you never saw such a face! 

so soft, so melting, and—damme—so innocent” (Q 14). Not one to settle for mere description, 

Lorrimer insists he will have her: “This night, at three o’clock, the flower of one of the first 

families of the city…will seek repose in my arms” (ibid.).  This bold claim prompts a friendly 

wager between Arlington and Lorrimer, not over whether or not he will be able to seduce a girl 

that evening, but rather whether or not the girl in question carries the respectability of “one of 

the first families of the city.” Gambling that Lorrimer’s braggadocio oversteps reality, Arlington 

wagers “a hundred dollar bill on the Bank of North America” that the girl Lorrimer describes is 

nothing more than “a common lady of the sidewalk” (Q 15). Even before the unforgivable act 

that Lippard aims to represent (or not represent, as the case may be) he demonstrates its 
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connection to exchange and confidence in paper money by placing a wager of one hundred 

dollars at its center. 

While the market economy bleeds into Lorrimer’s nefarious plot through a kind of 

gambling, a much older social formation informs this exchange through the character of 

Lorrimer himself.  Arlington, we will come to learn is connected to exchange not only through 

the wager, but also through his respectable mercantile family. Another one of their 

companions, the minor Mutchins, inhabits a far more rugged, frontier mode of masculine 

performance, having been “out in a buffaloe [sic] the year before—was now engaged in an 

imaginary, though desperate fight with a Sioux warrior” (Q 8).19 In sharp contrast to Arlington’s 

reserved respectability and Mutchins’ violent hypsermasculinity stands the effete Gus Lorimer: 

“his right hand grasping a massive gold-headed cane…a nose slightly acquiline, a firm lip clothed 

with a mustache, while his hat tossed slightly to one side, disclosed a bold and prominent 

forehead, relieved by thick clusters of rich brown hair” (Q 6). As Streeby remarks of such 

characters in Lippard who inhabit “a patrician model of masculinity” as opposed to 

“competitive capitalist individualism.”20 With the standard hallmarks of “gold-headed cane” 

and “mustache,” the text paints Lorrimer as a gentleman in the aristocratic mode, a dandy, 

implicating older social types—or at least their performance—in the novel’s major action. 

19 Though outside of the her study’s archive, Mutchins registers the intimate connection between the urban city 
mystery genre and the sensation fiction of westward expansion and Empire in the antebellum period that Shelly 
Streeby identifies in her American Sensations: Class, Empire, and the Production of Popular Culture, U of California 
P (Berkeley: 2002).  According to her account of popular culture’s rise in the United States, “many producers of 
cheap sensational literature worked with both of these genres—as well as others, such as the international 
romance and imperial adventure, which foregrounded issues of empire—to explore the mysteries of the capitalist 
city and to address issues of U.S. empire-building” (5). 
20 Streeby, “Opening Up the Story Paper,” 195. 



          

   

  

   

      

     

    

 
 

 
  

Page 192 

Lorrimer himself alludes to this conjunction of the aristocratic and the mercantile in his 

own self-description.  After leaving the oyster cellar, again drunk and preaching his life 

philosophy, he runs into Luke Harvey, an amateur detective of sorts and “the junior partner in 

the importing house of Livingston, Harvey, & Co.” (Q 24). In response, the man of pleasure, 

too, frames himself as a man of business: 

I am junior and senior partner in a snug little wholesale business of my own.  The firm is 

Lorrimer, & Co.—the place of business is everywhere about town—and the business 

itself is enjoyment, nothing but enjoyment; wine and woman forever! And as for 

capital—I’ve an unassuming sum of one hundred thousand dollars, am independent of 

all relations, and bid fair to live at least a score of years longer (ibid.) 

Appropriating the language of respectable capitalist business—“junior and senior partner,” 

“wholesale business,” “capital”—Lorrimer draws a parallel between his business of 

“enjoyment” and the more respectable business of the “importing house.”21 Thus, much as 

Lippard’s diagnosis of the continuing Tory influence in his contemporary Untied State shows not 

an abolition or supercession of Toryism, but its fresh and vigorous forms. By endorsing an 

economy of pleasure, leisure, and gambling in place of prudent business and exchange, 

Lorimer’s sardonic venture suggests a pseudo-aristocracy’s continuing influence and its close 

proximity to respectable business, both presenting new potential forms of oppression.22 

21 In addition to the wager that lurks behind Lorrimer’s seduction plot, he pays handsomely for the opportunity to 
seduce Mary.  A denizen of Monk-Hall makes this abundantly clear, telling her interlocutor that “Gus promised you 
some five or six hundred if you caught this gal” (Q 82).  Thus, in addition to his waggish critique of respectable 
business, two forms of exchange outside of respectable capitalist enterprise—gambling and prostitution—color 
the mock marriage that is about to transpire. 
22 Indeed, Lorrimer’s large wager and aversion to the business ethos evokes the rank-order society of post-
revolutionary Virginia in which “[g]reat risk, as well as great gains and great losses, served as symbolic affirmations 

https://oppression.22
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It is this marriage of Lorrimer’s performative aristocracy and business both legitimate 

and illegitimate that gives rise to the thrust of Lippard’s critique which relies not on the 

violation of feminine innocence, as many have argued, but the performativity of consent and 

contract. Returning to the oyster cellar wager, Lorrimer’s associates insist that if he is to seduce 

the unsuspecting respectable girl, he will have to marry her. Their rakish companion, however, 

points to a way to short circuit this requirement: “You’re ahead of me now.  Only a pretended 

marriage, my boy.  As for this ‘life interest’ in a woman, it don’t suite [sic] my taste. A nice little 

sham marriage, my boy, is better than ten real ones” (Q 15). In order to suit his libertine 

proclivities, adverse to any “life interest,” Lorrimer will accomplish the seduction by exploiting 

the slim—if at all definable—difference between a “sham marriage” and a “real one[].”23 The 

pseudo-aristocratic man who claims to be “independent of all relations” enters into relations 

with a respectable merchant through a wager and a respectable merchant’s daughter through a 

mock marriage. These relations of contract and consent necessarily accompany specters of 

both force and performativity and, in turn, new forms of oppression under the guise of 

freedom.  Herein lies the crux of Lippard’s sophisticated critique of antebellum political 

economy. 

The narrative that Lippard crafts around Lorrimer’s marriage to Mary Arlington 

emphasizes—perhaps even overemphasizes—the role of performance in Mary’s consent and 

the marriage contract in general, which, Naomi Morgenstern reminds us, was coming to 

of gentry power” in Ann Fabian, Card Sharps and Bucket Shops: Gambling in the Nineteenth-Century America, 
Routledge (New York: 1999), 18 
23 George Foster takes up this trope in his New York by Gas-Light, warning of immoral women who ply young sailor 
with liquor and propose marriage after which “a magistrate (sometimes a real one!) appears, who performs the 
ceremony and poor Jack is by the enlightened laws of New York the legal husband, protecter [sic] and defender of 
a miserable, run-and-disease-eaten harridan” (144). 
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resemble any other contract as early as the Early Republican period.24 Just prior to the mock 

marriage, the text describes the “thoughtful and melancholy” air of the empty intended 

“Wedding Room” (Q 92) inside the depths of Monk-Hall. Against the backdrop of the empty 

and “melancholy” room, a tableaux of wedding participants comes into view: “the Clergyman, 

who was to solemnize the marriage, came striding somewhat unsteadily along the floor.  Clad in 

robes of flowing white—he had borrowed them from the Theatre—with a Prayer Book in his 

hand, Petriken as he glanced easily around the room, did not look at all unlike a Minister of a 

particular class” (Q 92-3).  Pointing to the necessary accoutrements, “robes” and “Prayer Book,” 

and highlighting the former’s origin in fictitious performance, “from the Theatre,” the minister’s 

entrance points to the tenuous distinction between “the Clergyman” and “Petriken.” 

Highlighting this instability, though acknowledged to be an imposture by the narrator, the text 

asserts that he looks “not…at all unlike a Minister of a particular class.” Underscoring the 

performative character of the proceedings in space, his entrance concludes: “He took his 

position in silence, near the Altar” (Q 93). The remainder of the entrances before “the 

appearance of the Bridegroom and the Bride” (ibid.) comprise “the relenting Uncle” and “the 

respected Grand-ma,” both of whom are said to take their “position” in the scene. Narrating 

the proceedings almost as if they are stage directions, Lippard goes to great lengths both to 

present this marriage ceremony as a fraudulent performance and to highlight the slim distance 

24 “Marriage and Contract,” in A Companion to American Fiction: 1780-1865, ed. Shirley Samuels, Blackwell 
Publishing (Malden: 2004), pp. 108-117.  In this brief exposition of the Early Republican marriage contract, she 
argues that “American law in this period moved in the direction of an entire deregulation of the marital state 
towards the notion of matrimony as private contract. A marriage, which had once consisted of a five-step nuptial 
course…could now simply consist of a contractual agreement to marry, period” (108-9).  By taking up marriage as 
both contract and performance, Lippard is able to demonstrate the persistence of older social rituals in the 
modern contract. 

https://period.24
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separating it from the genuine article. Any contract contingent upon a performance (that is to 

say any contract) is always subject to counterfeiting and, thus, its own invalidation. 

This emphasis on performativity extends beyond the staging of the marriage and into 

the act of the ceremony itself. After Mary and Lorrimer enter the scene, and Petriken manages 

to find the proper script, Lorrimer observes the scene not in the manner of a participant, but of 

a dramatic spectator: “he observed the manner in which his minions and panders performed 

their parts” (Q 94-5). The narrator, though nearly allergic to depicting any affront whatsoever 

to female decency, emphasizes both its inherent performativity and its economic 

underpinnings: 

In a deep-toned voice, Petriken began the sublime marriage ceremony of the Protestant 

Episcopal Church. There was no hope for the bride now. Trapped, decoyed, betrayed, 

she was about to be offered up, a terrible sacrifice, on that unhallowed altar. Her 

trembling tones, joined with the deep voice of Lorrimer in every response, and the 

marriage ceremony, drew near its completion. “There is no hope for her now”— 

muttered Bess, as her face shone with a glance of momentary compassion—“She is sold 

into the arms of shame!” (ibid.). 

Emphasizing that the “marriage ceremony” relies on a specific script, a series of “response[s]” 

that merely need to be given utterance, whether in “trembling tones” or “deep voice,” the 

tangential account of the mock marriage implies that, just like Petriken’s costume, the marriage 

contract requires the performance of an easily iterable formula which both abstracts from the 

particularities of the situation and works to legitimize even illigitimite and potentially 

exploitative relations. Indeed, it presents the marriage contract, much like Carole Pateman 
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does, as an “unwritten contract” which undergirds and legitimizes all other acts of contract 

(remember the centrality of seducation to Lippard’s project in The Quaker City).25 Moreover, it 

is only through these performances that Mary can be “sold into the arms of shame” at all. 

Unaware that the altar and the entire ceremony are “unhallowed” forgeries, she is tricked into 

entering into this agreement only because of this iterability. The great evil, here, is not that 

young girls are gullible and easily manipulated and seduced, but that agreements between free 

agents are subject to performative conventions whose conventionality works to undermine 

their legitimacy and render the free agency upon which contract depends merely a fiction, 

another element in a performance.26 

25 In what constitutes perhaps both the seminal and definitive reading of the marriage contract, Carole Pateman 
writes “There is no paper headed ‘The Marriage Contract’ to be signed.  Instead, the unwritten contract of 
marriage, to which a man and a woman are bound when they become husband and wife, is codified in the law 
governing marriage and family life.  There is another reason, too, why there is no written document. A man and a 
woman do not become husband and wife by putting their signatures on a contract.  Marriage is constituted 
through two different acts.  First, a prescribed ceremony is performed during the course of which the couple 
undertake a speech act. […] Second, the marriage must also be ‘consummated’ through sexual intercourse.” The 
Sexual Contract, Stanford UP (Stanford: 1988), 164.  Beyond playing with these two conventions—speech act and 
consummation—Lippard’s emphasis on the economic dimensions of the marriage contract evinces a keen 
understanding of another key insight of Pateman’s: namely, that “[t]he marriage contract is not like an 
employment contract; rather the employment contract presupposes the marriage contract” (131).  However, in 
Lippard’s understanding, these two registers—the economic and the sexual—are implicated in one another, rather 
than one serving as the other’s condition of possibility.  This is perhaps due, in no small part, to the illegality of the 
economic exchange that accompanies Lorrimer’s seduction in contradistinction to the legal sanction of the 
employment contract as such. 
26 Lippard’s insight here about the manipulability of established conventions prefigures what Jacques Derrida will 
say of writing in general over a century later.  In a characteristically opaque moment, he writes: “Turning now to 
the semiotic and internal context, there is no less a force of breaking by virtue of its essential iterability; one can 
always life a written syntagma from the interlocking chain in which it is caught or given without making it lose 
every possibility of functioning, if not every possibility of ‘communicating’ precisely.  Eventually, one may recognize 
other such possibilities in it by inscribing or grafting it into other chains.  No context can enclose it.  Nor can any 
code, the code being here both the possibility and impossibility of writing, of its essential iterability 
(repetition/alterity)” “Signature Event Context,” in Limited Inc. ed. Gerald Graff, Trans. Samuel Weber, U of 
Northwestern P (Evanston: 1988), 9. Quaker City’s mock-marriage places this “essential iterability” at the heart of 
the marriage ceremony, consent, and contract by demonstrating how its ability to “function[]” continues in the 
absence of its proper “interlocking chain,” and that, in fact, the marriage contract itself depends upon this very 
possibility.  Lorrimer’s mock-marriage to Mary, however, is not the most fully developed connection between 
iterability and contract which occurs in his final novel, New York, as we shall see. 

https://performance.26
https://City).25
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In what unfolds directly after the mock marriage, Lippard extends this critique of 

contract, in particular its attendant fictions of free agency and consent, beyond its dependence 

on performance to its reliance upon force and the threat of violence. Breaking into the 

Wedding Room just a minute too late, Byrnewood Arlington realizes that Mary the respectable 

merchant’s daughter is, in fact, his sister, upon whose seduction he has unwittingly wagered. 

Set on rescuing his sister from what seems her imminent fate as a fallen woman, Byrnewood 

attempts to negotiate with Lorrimer who offers him—in several different registers—pseudo-

contractual agreements, a “solemn oath” (Q 99), a “compromise” (Q 100), and “terms,” (Q 101) 

all of which the former refuses in the name of his sister’s honor. After Lorrimer fails to draw up 

any semblance of agreement beyond his original wager with the merchant, he exposes the 

futility of any contract, “oath,” or “terms” with respect to Byrnewood’s current predicament, 

telling him that “you might have piled oath on oath, until your very breath grew husky in the 

effort, and still—still despite all your oaths, the girl would remain mine” (ibid.).  In the face of 

agreement’s impotence, nothing is left of a relation between the libertine and the merchant 

but bare force. Lorrimer asserts “you are my prisoner” and asks rhetorically: “Why do you 

suppose for a moment, that I would let you go forth from this house, when you have it in your 

power to raise the whole city on my head?” (Q 102).  Not only are contract (and contract-like) 

agreements subject to tenuous performative acts, but they also work to conceal force and 

violence under the façade of mutual agreement, a façade that Mary’s actual seduction will 

redouble. 

After various intricate and successful attempts to ensure that Byrnewood cannot escape 

the confines of Monk-Hall, Lorrimer sets his eyes on his newly anointed bride. As with the 
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mock marriage, Lippard (or at least his narrator) struggles to represent the affront to feminine 

decency that is the seduction of a helpless woman.  However, Lorrimer’s registers a meditation 

on the relationship between consent, force, and violence: 

“‘Force’—‘violence!’ These are but the tools of grown-up children, who know nothing of 

the mystery of woman’s heart—“the thought flashed over Lorrimer’s brain, as his lip 

wore a very slight but meaning smile—“I have deeper means, than these! I employ 

neither force, nor threats, nor fraud, nor violence! My victim is the instrument of her 

own ruin—without one rude grasp from my hand, without one threatening word, she 

swims willingly into my arms!” (Q 127) 

According to his logic, the manipulability and performativity at the heart of the marriage 

contract allow for “deeper means” than the brute “force” and “violence” that “grown-up 

children” less sophisticated than he employ, casting an ostensible free agent as “the instrument 

of her own ruin.” Moreover, it is not that “force” and “violence” recede from the proceedings 

entirely, but rather are covered with the pasteboard mask of consent.  The narrative registers 

the persistence of force in the seduction by alluding to Lorrimer’s “certain and grateful 

conquest” and “blood-shot eyes” which present “something wild and brutal in their savage 

glare” (Q 133).27 Both in this instance of seduction and his prior conversation with Byrnewood, 

27 Interestingly, though outside the purview of this study, Lorrimer also describes his intended seduction—directly 
to Mary herself—in terms of Western frontier settlement, again alluding to the conjunction of city-mysteries and 
American Empire that Streeby identifies (see note 12).  Describing a “distant view of the valley of Wyoming” (Q 
128) after leaving his “comrades” on a “deer-hunt” (Q 126), Quaker City’s rake draws an analogy between his 
seduction of Mary and the supercession of “the temporary habitation of some hunter” (Q 128) by “a cottage, a 
quiet home, whose roof shall arise…from amid the green leaves of embowering trees” (Q 129).  By drawing an 
analogy between white settlement in Wyoming and the seduction of a respectable girl, Lippard—in a different key, 
and by evoking the spectre of frontier violence—points to consent’s propensity to mask force rather than to 
supersede it. 
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Lorrimer demonstrates that force and violence always already subtend any contractual 

arrangement.28 True consent, it seems, is impossible within the formal confines of contract. 

Moreover, both of these acts are associated not only with the pseudo-aristocratic 

Lorrimer, himself perhaps a Tory in heart, but also the Gothic, Old World space of Monk-Hall, 

implying that these ostensibly new forms of oppression have their roots in much older ones. 

The Gothic, for Lippard, becomes the aesthetic through which Toryism most explicitly manifests 

itself. From Lorrimer’s first mention of the castle-like urban dwelling, the building is associated 

with the same kind of veneer that consent provides in the Mary plot. Echoing the era’s 

obsession with secrecy and privilege he contends that the building plays host to “the secret life 

of this good Quaker city” (Q 23) and receives monetary support from “the purses of goodly 

citizens, whose names you never hear without the addition of ‘respectable,’ ‘celebrated,’ or— 

ha—ha—‘pious’” (Q 22). What these adjectives cover over—and what this “secret life” 

registers—is the persistence of aristocracy within democratic, capitalist Philadelphia. The 

building itself and its history cement these associations, from its status as “originally erected by 

a wealthy foreigner, sometime previous to the Revolution” (Q 46) to its habitation by “a 

28 By unmasking the force and violence at the heart of any act of mutual agreement, Lippard continues a tradition 
in political theory that dates back at least to David Hume’s critique of social contract theory.  Against those who, 
like Hobbes and Locke, would assert that government is founded “altogether on the consent of the PEOPLE” 
(II.XII.1), Hume appeals to numerous and wide-ranging historical precedent to which he inquires: “Is there any 
thing discoverable in all these events, but force and violence? Where is the mutual agreement or voluntary 
association so much talked of?” (II.XII.10). “Of the Original Contract,” in Essays, Moral, Political, and Literary ed. 
Eugene F. Miller, Liberty Fund, Inc. (1987).  In what could function as an effective, though reductive, summary of 
the essay, he argues “that in the few cases, where consent may seem to have taken place, it was commonly so 
irregular, so confined, or so much intermixed either with fraud or violence, that it cannot have any great authority” 
(II.XII.19). Quaker City represents Lippard’s meditation on the relationship(s) between “consent,” “fraud,” and 
“violence,” ultimately coming to very similar conclusions to Hume, but—in offering this critique of contract and 
consent novelistically—he is able to avoid Hume’s reduction to all of political history into an allegory of violence. 
By thinking these issues in concrete, politically- and economically-charged situations, Lippard more successfully 
historicizes this phenomenon. 

https://II.XII.19
https://II.XII.10
https://arrangement.28
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wealthy Englishman…and friend of Governor Evans” and “[a] Catholic Priest” (Q 47). The area 

surrounding Monk-Hall points towards the United States’ market capitalism antithetical to the 

building’s Old World history, “with a printing office on one side and a stereotype foundry on the 

other, while on the opposite side of the way, a mass of miserable frame houses seemed about 

to commit suicide and fling themselves madly into the gutter, and in the distance a long line of 

dwellings, offices, and factories, looming in broken perspective” (Q 48). Thus described, Monk-

Hall becomes both a symbol for and a cipher to unlock the persistence of the Old World and the 

aristocratic within the urban capitalist United States.29 Unlike new historians of capitalism who 

point towards its democratizing—even “revolutionary”—impulse through those very offices 

and factories, Lippard indicates through Monk Hall and the action therein that such growth 

merely continues oppression in another form.30 As Lorrimer’s two episodes within its walls 

29 In addition to the changing structures outside of Monk-Hall, the economic stipulations of its inhabitance also 
point to the United States’ capitalist market revolution.  The first chapter detailing Monk-Hall concludes: “Abijah K. 
Jones [Devil-Bug, the house’s master of sorts] might have nightly entertained the infernal regions in his house, and 
not a word been said about it; because, as the pious landlord would observe, when cramming Abijahs [sic] rent-
money into the same pocket-book that contained some tract-society receipts,--‘Good tenant that!—pays his rent 
with the regularity of clockwork!’” (Q 49).  For one, Lippard points out a disjunction between Abijah K. Jones’ 
character and his status as a “[g]ood tenant,” a common source of anxiety in market capitalism as compared to, 
say, eighteenth-century rank-order sociality.  Also, this brief jab at morality (or lack thereof) under market 
capitalism points to a transformation from a property owned by a single eccentric foreigner to one whose 
ownership consists of both “landlord” and “tenant,” marking a shift in the alienability of real estate. This 
relationship will become the target of Lippard’s strident critique in the March 3, 1849 issue of Quaker City Weekly 
in which he argues that the “most obnoxious feature of the Dark Ages [is] the vassalage of the Tenant to the 
Landlord.” Adding to the hyperbole of this critique, Lippard insists that “the Tenant hears great speeches at big 
meetings about the oppressions of the Poor in Ireland, while in his own city, exists an Oppression in the name of 
Law, compared to which the atrocities of the Irish Land-Lord system are perfectly Democratic and Christian” in 
“[Tenant versus Landlord]” in George Lippard Prophet of Protest: Writings of an American Radical, 1822-1854, ed. 
David S. Reynolds, 171.  This same logic of “Oppression in the name of Law” inherently linked to an Old World 
social formation structures his strident economic and political critique in The Quaker City, as we have already seen. 
30 As a characteristic example, Michael Zakim and Gary J. Kornblith boldly claim of America’s experience with 
capitalism: “Longstanding hierarchies and traditional forms of authority were subsequently and unsentimentally, 
discarded.  Capitalism, it could be said—althrough few have said it—became America’s revolutionary tradition” in 
“Introduction: An American Revolutionary Tradition,” in Capitalism Takes Command: The Social Transformation of 
Nineteenth-Century America, ed. Zakim & Kornblith, pp. 1-12. In stark contrast to this view, and in addition to his 
yoking of capitalism and oppression in The Quaker City, Lippard espouses a view of history that unfolds as a 

https://States.29
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have demonstrated, Lippard identifies the performativity and constituent violence of contract 

as new forms of oppression emblematic of this very survival. 

FORGING AN EARLDOM: COLONEL FITZ-COWLES AND PAPER CAPITAL 

If the main thrust of Book I’s critique is waged against contract as a transformation of 

aristocratic oppression within a relatively limited domain, the novel’s parallel plot implicating 

merchant’s wife Dora Livingstone and forger and confidence man chiefly called Colonel Fitz-

Cowles demonstrates that these “new” modes of paper oppression proliferate into both the 

transatlantic mercantile economy and United States and (hypothetical) English politics. Again, 

the devices of paper capitalism prove an impediment to a truly democratic and just political 

system. Central to this one of many threads weaving through The Quaker City (one to which 

perhaps Lippard dedicates the most time and space) is a love triangle between Dora, Fitz-

Cowells, and Dora’s husband, the respectable merchant Mr. Livingstone of the mercantile firm 

Livingstone, Harvey & Co.  Fitz-Cowles manipulates both of them to his own personal benefit, 

luring Dora away from Livingstone with the promise of an English title and drawing one 

hundred thousand dollars from Livingstone’s firm with a forged letter of credit. Just as with 

Lorrimer’s mock marriage and its attendant contract, these two instances of political and 

economic agreement are charged with aristocratic associations and haunted by the (sometimes 

actualized) spectre of force and violence. If The Quaker City’s seduction narrative interrogates 

the marriage contract only to uncover a brut force under the gossamer dross of consent and 

performance, the Dora Livingstone episode explores paper capitalism only to find the very same 

continuous, Manichean sequence of oppressions of the poor by the rich in Adonai: The Pilgrim of Eternity, George 
Lippard (Philadelphia: 1851). 
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fiction: aristocratically-inflected violence masquerading as mutual consent and reciprocal 

exchange. 

The many scheming adventures of Fitz-Cowles extend Lippard’s insights about the 

marriage contract to the practices—contractual and otherwise—of paper capitalism. The 

question of forgery and Col. Fitz-Cowles emerge separately in a conversation between 

Livingstone and his business partner (soon to turn amateur detective) Luke Harvey. In a 

chapter chiefly devoted to the former’s wife, the conversation prefigures the entanglement 

that will unfold across the novel’s remainder.  Through a brief exchange between the two 

merchants, we learn of a prolific forger plaguing mercantile houses up and down the Atlantic 

coast: “No less than twelve wholesale houses gave him credit to an almost unlimited extent” (Q 

37).31 The man presents himself as “Mr. Ellis Mortimer, of Charleston” and appears as a 

“respectable gentleman in [a] white cravat and hump-back” (ibid.).  Ironically, Harvey sings the 

praises of Fitz-Cowles for “some valuable suggestions” that he hopes will lead to the forger 

(who is actually Fitz-Cowles himself). In much the same way that Lorrimer manipulates the 

iterable formula of the marriage ceremony and its conditions of consent, the mysterious 

Mortimer draws upon the costume (“white cravat”) and linguistic conventions (using a “letter 

of credit, drawn on your house by Grayson, Ballenger, & Co.” (ibid.)) to elicit free consent and 

enter into the exchange agreement typified by the bill of credit.32 

31 Forgery, specifically counterfeit paper money, was a significant site of economic anxiety in the antebellum 
period, calling into question both the nature and source of value and the confidence between people that was 
thought to hold social relations together.  For an excellent history of counterfeiting, paper capitalism, and the crisis 
of confidence, see Stephen Mihm, A Nation of Counterfeiters: Capitalists, Con Men, and the Making of the United 
States, Harvard UP (Cambridge: 2009). 
32 Underscoring the importance of context and performance in this economic agreement, Livingstone 
recapitulates: “[Grayson, Ballenger, & Co.] returned the agreeable answer that Mr. Ellis Mortimer had not yet left 
Charleston for Philadelphia, but had altered his intention and was about to sail for London.  That the gentleman in 

https://credit.32
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Fitz-Cowles, is seems, too, exudes the same kind of mystery that the forger does in the 

merchant’s minds. Harvey simultaneously asserts and inquires whether he is a “Capital 

fellow—Son of an English Earl—ain’t he, Mr. Livingstone?” (ibid.).  However, he admits that his 

seemingly endless wealth remains somewhat of a mystery, quickly shifting the explanation for 

its accumulation: “isn’t he a Southern planter with acres of niggers and prairies of cotton?” (Q 

37-8).33 Finally, it seems that all they know is that his fortune stems from something decidedly 

outside the respectable Northern merchant houses with which they do business.  Befuddled, 

Harvey concludes: “I’ve heard both stories about him, and some dozen more. An heir-apparent 

to an English Earldom, a rich planter from the South, the son of a Boston magnifique, the only 

child of a rich Mexican—these things you will see, don’t mix well” (Q 38). Importantly, these 

prospective modes of accumulating a fortune stand outside market capitalism’s cultural ideals 

and are largely aligned with Old World social formations, whether an explicitly aristocratic title 

(“English Earl”), one Northern antebellum capitalists associated with that mode (“Southern 

the white cravat and hump-back was an imposter, and the letter of credit a—forgery.  There was considerable 
mystery in the affair; for instance, how did the imposter gain all the necessary information with regard to Mr. 
Mortimer’s visit, how did he acquire a knowledge of the signature of the Charleston house?” (Q 40). 
33 For perhaps the most obvious connection between slavery and anti-capitalist rhetoric in the period, see George 
Fitzhugh, Cannibals All! or, Slaves without Masters, A. Morris (Richmond: 1857) in which the Southern thinker 
defends slavery on the grounds of capitalism’s comparative inhumanity.  Put succinctly, Fitzhugh’s peculiarly 
rigorous brand of southern paternalism contends that Southern chattel slavery is more morally justifiable than 
capitalist wage slavery because the masters in the former are responsible for taking care of their slaves while their 
cold, calculating Northern counterparts are content to limit care of their workers to bare exchange value: “we not 
only boast that the White Slave Trade is more exacting and fraudulent (in fact, though not in intention,) than Black 
Slavery; but we also boast, that it is more cruel, in leaving the laborer to take care of himself and family out of the 
pittance which skill or capital have allowed him to retain” (25-6).  Moreover, this critique of capital—just like 
Lippard’s—works in tandem with a political critique of contract as the basis of social relations.  In one 
characteristic instance, Fitzhugh asserts that “the true vindication of slavery must be founded on his theory of 
man’s social nature, as opposed to Locke’s theory of the Social Contract, on which latter free society rests for 
support” (xxi-xxii).  By placing the role of Southern slaveholder one par with aristocrats and wealthy Catholics, 
Lippard draws upon this very same rhetoric that distances the Southern mode of production from Northern 
capitalism, raising this difference to the point of explicit antagonism. 

https://37-8).33
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planter”), or familial inheritance (“only son”).34 Through Fitz-Cowles’ proliferation of facades, 

the novel links forgery and economic contracts not to contemporary capitalist swindlers, as one 

might predict, but to social types they supposedly supersede in the name of their own kind of 

money aristocracy. Moreover, the forger’s use of counterfeit social types highlights the 

essential performative, material dimension of paper capitalism in practice. 

Despite his aristocratic self-fashioning, Fitz-Cowles demonstrates himself to be more 

than competent as a capitalist swindler both through his numerous forgeries and ability to 

manipulate his creditors. In a kind of mock debtors court, Fitz-Cowles promises to compensate 

his creditors not by repaying them in cash (which, like an irresponsible antebellum bank in nuce, 

he does not have nearly enough of), but with a combination of explicit gambling and 

speculation on the frontier: “You see gentlemen, I propose to make your fortunes, by allowing 

you to enter your names, as stockholders of the Grand Montezuma Gold-Mining Company of 

the gold mines of Huancatepaptel, district of Tolpcaptl, South Mexico—Algernon Fitz-Cowles, 

President, Bluffy Bulk, Secretary, Board of Directors as follows—‘you can fill up the blank at your 

leisure you know? I will allow you, each to take ten shares of the capital stock at $100 per 

share; and we will say nothing about the small sums I owe you” (Q 170).  With this attempt to 

absolve his debt in white frontier settlement, Fitz-Cowles evinces a keen awareness of the 

vicissitudes of the antebellum market. 

34 Historians have now revised our understanding of the relation between capitalism and slavery, seeing the two 
systems as deeply implicated with one another in the United States’ history, though this antithesis largely stood 
uninterrogated in Lippard’s 1850s.  For two recent examples, see Slavery’s Capitalism: A New History of American 
Economic Development, ed. Sven Beckert and Seth Rockman, U of Pennsylvania P (Philadelphia: 2016) and Sven 
Beckert, Empire of Cotton: A Global History, Vintage Books (New York: 2014). 

https://son�).34
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Fitz-Cowles employs this aristocratic performance not only to aid in stealing 

Livingstone’s money and that of his many creditors, but also to tempt his wife, Dora, to flee his 

house. Having just managed to narrowly avoid his creditors’ ire with capitalist sleight-of-hand, 

the Colonel soliloquizes in his hotel room to nobody in particular: 

That Jew got up some very neat letters from my father—the Earl of Lynsewold, 

Linconshire [sic], England! To give the d-----l his due, the Jew managed these letters 

with a masterly hand. English post marks and all! I showed them to Dora, together with 

the parchment containing our pedigree—the Lyndeswolds of Lyndeswold! […] By next 

Monday morning I can arrange every thing! And then, as from the decks of a steamer 

bound for England, I gaze upon the receding shores of America, while Dora smiles in my 

face, and the cash rattles in my pocket, then—ha, ha, ha!—how I shall laugh at these 

fools of the Quaker City (Q 179)35 

Just as his earlier forgeries of bills of credit expose the performative conventions at the heart of 

capitalist exchange and, ultimately, the tenuousness of a paper economy founded in mutual 

agreement (which finds its echo in Lorrimer’s mock marriage), this new scheme both to avoid 

his creditors and run away with a merchant’s wife relies on a set of iterable, manipulatable 

conventions: “masterly hand” and “English post marks” combine to produce “some very neat 

letters” sufficient to prove aristocratic “pedigree.” By making forgery just as feasible an 

undertaking to produce aristocratic titles as it is to secure mercantile exchange, suggesting that 

35 In associating a Jew with the fringes of legitimate paper capitalism, Lippard draws upon an ostracism from 
“legitimate” commerce that historians have recently identified as characteristic of Jewish ragpickers and used-
clothing dealers in England and America at midcentury which employed many of the techniques of—but was seen 
as antithetical to—middle-class capitalist business.  See Adam Mendelsohn, “The Rag Race: Jewish Secondhand 
Clothing Dealers in England and America,” in Capitalism by Gaslight: Illuminating the Economy of Nineteenth-
Century America, ed. Brian P. Luskey and Wendy A. Woloson, U of Pennsylvania P (Philadelphia: 2015), pp. 76-92. 
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this manipulability constitutes a new means of oppression from which older ones cannot 

escape. When paper and ink become the dominant means of economic and political relations, 

the pitfalls of contract extend outward and infiltrate everything from social position to 

creditworthiness. Fitz-Cowles is able to insert these pitfalls into a transatlantic economy 

ranging from “the Quaker City” to “England” and spanning aristocratic and capitalist enterprise. 

(It is worth noting, however, that the origin of his deceitful practices lies in the latter.) 

His plan, of course, requires that Dora be complicit in his scheme to defraud 

Philadelphia’s polite—and not so polite—society and enjoy his ill-gotten gains. Her complicity, 

in turn, hinges upon an aristocratic critique of bare wealth in the name of titles and prestige, 

registering the survival of aristocracy alongside liberal capitalism and the presence of an 

anglophilic class that Lippard identifies in Washington and his Generals. Meditating on her 

social position, just like the Colonel to nobody in particular, Dora muses: “Now that poor girl, is 

the wife of one of the merchant-princes of the city, rolls in wealth, almost without limit, and of 

course moves among the first circles of the Aristocracy of this good city!” (Q 181-2).  This story 

of a poor girl’s rise from obscurity to “the first circles” of Philadelphia with access to limitless 

wealth, however, does not suit her disposition, namely because of the prefix appended to 

“prince.” For her, what passes for aristocracy in capitalist Philadelphia is “[l]ike a specimen of 

paste-board statuary, giving but a grotesque outline, of the reality which it is intended to 

represent” (Q 182). Like Fitz-Cowles’ forgeries and Lorrimer’s marriage ceremony, the problem 

with this American brand of aristocratic politics is that it serves as mere “paste-board” that 

does not do justice to “the reality” of aristocracy, which consists in “the glittering circles of a 

royal Court, with the blaze of rank and beauty flashing all around…with the simple of a 
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Queen…while a coronet…tells the ancestral glories of a thousand years” (ibid.).36 What places 

all of these accoutrements above the Philadelphia elite’s is their explicit distance from the 

“wonderful taint of the Shop” (ibid.).  Dora’s critique, then, rests on an inherent anti-capitalism 

in the name of aristocratic honor and historical prestige and almost directly eschews the 

contractual logic of performance and conventionality against which Lippard takes aim in the 

novel.  Much like the mercantile elite who wished to wash their hands of mere money making 

by becoming landed gentry, Dora yearns to dissociate herself from her husband’s vulgar 

mercantilism. 

As she elaborates her social theory, its anti-capitalist political economy emerges even 

more clearly. Continuing her diatribe on ambition and status with the self-styled Algernon Fitz-

Cowles, she asserts: “I respect, the Mechanic, at his bench, though his hands be rough, his face 

begrimed with toil, his manners uncouth and destitute of polish! But for the petty Aristocrat; 

the Duke Thimble-and-thread, the Count Soap-and-candle, the Baron Peddle-and-cheat, for all 

these, I do entertain the most sovereign contempt!” (Q 184). Here, Dora reveals that her 

worldview celebrates not only the “polish” and pomp of aristocrats, but also “the Mechanic” 

who ostensibly shares none of the former’s characteristics. What they do share, however, is a 

healthy (though illusory) distance from capital accumulation that characterizes the “petty 

36 Lippard himself offers similar advice to the United States in Washington and his Generals, though without Dora’s 
enthusiasm for English aristocracy: “If we must have an Aristocracy, or in other words a privileged class, entitled by 
law to trample on those who toil, eat their bread, and strip from them one by one, the holy rights for which their 
fathers fought in the Revolution, let us I pray you, have a Nobility, like that of England, made respectable by the 
lineage of a few hundred years.  Let us—if we must have an Aristocracy—constitute by law, every survivor of the 
Revolution, every child of a hero of the Past, a Noble of the Land.  This will at least bear some historical justice on 
its face” (185).  Interestingly, it is not the laboring “republican noblemen” that Dora proposes in The Quaker City 
that Lippard advocates, but rather status based on military service, yoking this prospective aristocracy much more 
closely to the state and the political than Dora’s purely economic qualifications. 

https://ibid.).36
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Aristocrat,” who engages in commodity exchange. This aversion to capitalist exchange and 

accumulation serves as the bedrock of her political vision, which leaves just as much space for 

the laborer as for the aristocrat against non-producing paper capital: “Give me the honest 

Mechanic at the bench if we must have a nobility, for your true republican nobleman, not the 

dishonest Bank-Director at the desk!” (ibid.).  Absent this aristocracy of labor, one ought to 

adopt “the Titles and Trappings of an English nobility” (ibid.) after which she so vehemently 

pines.37 Through Dora’s critique and Fitz-Cowles’ forgery, Lippard is able to represent the 

extent to which market capitalism has become the yardstick against which all other social 

formations are measured and the extensive reach of its paper regime to which a republic of 

laborers and an aristocratic monarchy serve as correctives. Contract and paper cannot serve as 

the foundation of a truly republican political economy. 

Despite her best attempts to escape the logic of contract, consent, and paper that 

undergirds the capitalist Quaker City, and her husband’s mercantile pursuits more specifically, 

in English aristocracy, Dora, too, experiences the force and violence at the heart of any consent. 

In a conversation between her and Luke Harvey we learn that they were once affianced, but 

Dora chose “the rich merchant” Livingstone rather than Harvey “[t]he poor clerk” (Q 254) 

37 Dora’s interior certainly reflects her aristocratic proclivities, reflecting the finest nineteenth-century, continental 
luxury: “The light of the chandelier, subdued and softened, by the thick shades of costly glass, fell around the 
chamber with the effect of moonlight, disclosing the satin hangings, which concealed the lofty walls, the gorgeous 
carpet laid along the floor, and the splendid furniture, which gave an appearance of extreme luxury to the place. 
[…] All around the walls, among the hangings of crimson satin, pictures in gorgeous frames, received the glow of 
the chandelier full on their canvass, every inch of which, had been made immortal by the hand of one of the 
Painter-Genii of the old world” (Q 249).  Her lavish boudoir, almost too perfectly, flies in the face of Poe’s assertion 
in “The Philosophy of Furniture” that “[i]t is an evil growing out of our republican institutions, that here a man of 
large purse has usually a very little soul which he keeps in it. The corruption of taste is a portion and a pendant of 
the dollar-manufacture.  As we grow rich our ideas grow rusty.  It is therefore not among our aristocracy that we 
must look if at all, in the United States, for the spirituality of a British boudoir” in The Works of Edgar Allan Poe: The 
Richmond Edition, Vol. VIII, John Hovendon (New York), pp.166-175, 172. 

https://pines.37
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despite her claim that their love exceeded “the wealth of the Indies” (Q 255).  Wishing to turn 

away his advances, Dora threatens to tell her husband about the young merchant’s conduct. 

Luke, however, responds that he will “at the same time inform him of the contents of this note” 

(ibid.), again invoking the importance of writing to the novel as with Fitz-Cowles’ forgery and 

Lorrimer’s marriage ceremony. Dora recognizes that this firmly binds her to Harvey, exclaiming 

to herself: “My letter to Fitz-Cowles! Oh God, I am in this man’s power!” (ibid.).  Thus, Dora’s 

meeting with Luke again provides Lippard with a scenario in which writing becomes an integral 

means of mutual agreement. 

As with the prior instances, the exchange economy and force become constituent 

components of this arrangement.  In keeping with his reticence to represent directly any of the 

novel’s many instances of seduction, Lippard implies that the price of Luke’s silence is Dora’s 

body. Twice Dora describes this transaction (to which she “consents”) in economic terms, once 

as “sell[ing] herself for the letter” (Q 258) and again as having “sold myself to [Luke]” (Q 259) 

with “[t]he price this witness of my guilt” (ibid.).  On its face, though blackmail, Dora has 

weighed her options and consented to this contract of sorts, explicitly telling her husband’s 

associate: “I consent…. Do with me what you will” (ibid.).  However, the text is careful to 

highlight that this “consent” is analogous to an economic transaction which is haunted by the 

specter of force and highlights the inherent fictionality of its ideal, free agency.  Luke 

continually describes Dora as “in my power” (ibid.).  Refusing to sleep with an adulteress, he 

“fl[ings] her rudely from him,” actualizing the force implicit in their agreement, just as 

Lorrimer’s rape of Mary does. Through this brief, but highly charged, exchange, Lippard again 

draws an analogy between brute force and free consent, suggesting yet again that contractual 
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acts (whether blackmail, economic, sexual, or political) always already act as a kind of 

pasteboard mask over force.  

The conclusion of Dora’s story in The Quaker City actualizes the force and violence that 

are implicit—or at least only obliquely realized—in the prior instances of contract, suggesting a 

connection between aristocracy—real or forged—and bare violence as opposed to the masked 

violence of contract and liberal, mercantile capitalism.38 For Lippard, aristocracy employs 

coercion while democracy theoretically depends on contract, but this transatlantic binary 

proves illusory, and Dora’s fate in many ways deconstructs it. On a planned vacation at their 

family estate in New Jersey, Dora and Livingstone arrive at the conclusion of their respective, 

melodramatic stories: he having uncovered his wife’s infidelity and she wondering whether or 

not to murder her husband and escape to England with Fitz-Cowles or ensure Luke’s secrecy 

(“the phial [of poison] or the letter” (Q 494) as she has it). The former decision has become 

complicated by the fact that, by a startling deus ex machina revelation, Livingstone, too, is an 

English aristocrat as well as an accomplished merchant: “I hold in my hand the pacquet which 

informs the Philadelphia Merchant, that restored to the lands and title of his race he is 

now…THE LORD OF LONGFORD!” (Q 496). Thus, even if for the briefest of moments, Albert 

38 Despite his vehement anti-capitalism, there is actually very little in the way of explicit critique aimed at 
capitalism as such in The Quaker City.  The most explicit instance comes in a confrontation between a poor, honest 
mechanic and a banker who has lost all of the laborer’s money in a financial collapse.  As the Lippardian hero has 
it: “He is the President of the Bank that broke, and yet has his coach and horses, his house, his servants and his 
wines.  I had six hundred dollars in that Bank, and yet have not a crust of bread to eat. I ‘spose this must be what 
they call justice!” (405). According to Nathaniel Williams, this scene bears witness to the affective dimensions of 
Lippard’s political economic critique, offering an example of instances in which “Lippard’s work engaged the 
public’s emotions by contrasting the economic instability of lower classes with the affluence of a relative few” 
(169) in “George Lippard’s Fragile Utopian Future and 1840s American Economic Turmoil,” Utopian Studies 24.2 
(2013), 166-83.  However, while Williams is right to note the importance of this scene—and others like it—to 
Lippard’s weltanschauung, it relies on a rather simplistic reading of his political economy, one which does not take 
into account, among other things, the intricate nuances of its history and the material practice of liberal capitalist 
contract(s).  

https://capitalism.38
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Livingstone presents a kind of imaginary resolution to the problem that has lurked in the 

background of The Quaker City, running from the edifice of Monk-Hall to the proliferation of 

forgeries: at once a successful capitalist merchant and English lord, transcending the Dora’s 

binary political thinking and perhaps offering the promise of resolving through synthesis the 

vicissitudes of paper capital that Lippard has staked out. 

Dora herself assumes that Livingstone’s revelation resolves her predicament, resolving 

the inherent contradiction between her aristocratic, Old World longings and her capitalist, 

decidedly American marriage. Immediately after her husband reveals his title, she celebrates: 

“The fulfilment of my wildest dream! Lady of Longford—ah! Already I behold myself the 

mistress of broad lands, already I move in the throng of a royal court already I feel the Coronet 

encircling my brow!” (ibid.).  This attempt to reconcile “broad lands” and “a royal court” with 

the world of mercantile accumulation falters, however, because of the political economic 

contradiction at its heart.  Assuming that Livingstone will inevitably assume his title and leave 

the United States, Dora is disheartened by the merchant’s response: “Both of us will undertake 

a journey soon, but not to England! […] Would you advise me to give up my rights, the rights of 

an American citizen…for the rent-roll of an English Barony, and the empty sound of a title?” 

(ibid.).  Ultimately, Livingstone’s rejoinder asserts that within Lippard’s narrative universe, the 

“rights of an American citizen,” especially one of an established merchant class, are 

incompatible with “rent-roll[s]” and “title[s].” In the face of the cognitive dissonance this 

presents for both Dora and Albert, he kills her for her infidelity and striving after a forged 

English title and ultimately dies himself in a fire set rather inexplicably by Devil-Bug, suggesting 

that the issues that the Dora-Fitz-Cowles-Livingstone triangle raises—the relationship between 
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aristocracy and capitalism, the power and limits of contract and consent—are, at bottom, 

expressions of an older force and violence which, acting as a kind of return of the repressed, 

engulfs and defers these pressing politico-economic issues. Rather than employing the love 

triangle to resolve its structuring contradictions or as a springboard for imagining an 

alternative, The Quaker City instead refuses any synthesis, remaining at the level of diagnosis 

and critique. 

It is not only Dora and Albert’s tragic ends that suggests Lippard struggles to resolve the 

issues The Quaker City raises, but also the “resolutions” to Fitz-Cowles’ and Lorrimer’s plots. 

The former, after some more meanderings about town, is eventually found out and arrested as 

the forger who has been scamming mercantile firms from New York to Philadelphia, but 

manages to escape and gain a meeting with a man known only as the Personage. Making it 

clear that he has benefited from the Personage in his business dealings after being “rescued…at 

New Orleans” (Q 551), he requests, almost demands, that he help the forger out of his current 

predicament. His demand, like Luke’s before him rests upon a piece of paper blackmail, namely 

that Fitz-Cowles is actually Juan Larode “Bastard of a Creole slave” (ibid.) and that the father is, 

in fact, his benefactor. The threat again takes the form of a document, in this instance “the 

marriage certificate of [Fitz-Cowles’] mother, which [the Personage] gave [him] four years ago” 

(ibid). This scenario suggests the extent to which everything in the novel ranging from social 

relations (“marriage certificate”) to racial identity (Fitz-Cowles’ identity as the creole Juan 

Larode) is governed by some form of documentation subject at least in part to contract’s 

conventions: mutual consent, exchange, and conventional performance. 
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These properties become so pervasive, in fact, that they need not actually present to be 

effective.  Trying to outwit his illegitimate child at his own game, the Personage claims the 

certificate is a mere forgery, but Fitz-Cowles’ superior manipulation outsmarts this attempt. 

Threatening his father, “he unrolled the envelope and discovered, a mass of blank paper, folded 

in the shape of letters!” (Q 552) which could purportedly destroy the elders’ reputation. Thus, 

Fitz-Cowles exposes that literal forgery is not even necessary to accomplish paper capitalism’s 

ends such as the exchange of credit earlier in the novel, as blank paper works just as well to 

elicit consent and effect mutual agreement. Pushing the logic of forgery and performance to its 

absolute limit, Fitz-Cowles’ final act works to lay bare the contextual elements through the 

paper capitalist apparatus—from bills of credit to proof of title—garners meaning. Just as with 

the other such acts, violence lurks just beneath the surface, with the Personage nearly killing 

the forger in a struggle over the “mass of blank paper.”39 Just as Brockden Brown deploys an 

abstraction of property in Clithero’s box to unveil the violence at the heart of Early Republican 

notions of property, Lippard uses an abstraction of paper capitalism to signal the violence its 

fictions conceal. Ultimately, however, Lippard shies away from these implications, instead 

assuring readers in a postscript that Fitz-Cowles has been imprisoned for his forgeries (Q 572).  

He distances himself, too, from the implications of Lorrimer’s business of pleasure, as he meets 

an untimely death at Byrnewood Arlington’s hands while trying to flee Philadelphia. 

39 This interaction, too, is haunted by an aristocratic presence, not only through Fitz-Cowles and his prior 
impersonations of an English baron, but also through the Personage who uncannily resembles his adversary: “Who 
was the individual, so mysteriously denominated the Personage? The documents from which this history are 
drawn, are dark on that point, but the reader may rest assured that the Personage, was either a Canadian 
Statesman, or a British Lord, or a Mexican Prince!” (Q 553). 
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In short, The Quaker City represents Lippard’s first attempt to theorize and narrativize 

the new forms of oppression in the antebellum period which for him are the dual forces of 

paper capitalism and its favored device, contract, and their relation to older social formations in 

ways that exceed moralizing critiques of bankers or simplistic celebrations of labor’s value. 

Demonstrating that contract—the sine qua non of liberal capitalist political theory which treats 

society as a system of possessive individuals, free agents bound together only by contract and 

reciprocal exchange—is always tinged with a hint of aristocracy, works to mask the force and 

violence that it nonetheless perpetuates, and is always bound by manipulable context and 

iterable performances that aid in its proliferation, Lippard suggests the persistence of the kinds 

of aristocratic, Old World oppression that he himself believes the Revolution intended to 

supersede. Ultimately, Lippard is unable to present any unified account of these constituent 

elements in play—aristocracy, contract, violence, paper capitalism—in his first novel, as his 

various narrative strategies to circumscribe its subplots suggest. However, The Quaker City’s 

prophetic last line suggests unfinished business; Mary Arlington, having settled in a quaint, 

respectable cottage on the frontier, whispers Lorrimer’s assumed name: “LORRAINE!” (Q 575) 

to nobody in particular indicating that the issues his character raises persist unresolved, still 

haunting Lippard’s antebellum scene, issues that he will revisit at the end of his career in his 

final novel, New York. 

ACCUMULATING CAPITAL, ACCUMULATING CONSENT: NEW YORK AND THE INSOLUBLE KNOT 

OF PAPER CAPITAL 

If The Quaker City represents Lippard’s first attempt to theorize the variegated forms of 

oppression plaguing antebellum political economy, New York: Its Upper Ten and Lower Million, 
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published almost a decade later, works to refine and distill the earlier novel’s insights into a 

more coherent theory.  As Michael Denning notes, the difference between the two novels 

registers a shift in Lippard’s preferred vehicle for socio-economic critique from the seduction 

narrative to the inheritance plot,40 but it also represents a nuancing of Lippard’s understanding 

of political economy. In his final novel, paper capitalist financial instruments become more 

explicitly central to the plot through the transformed concept of the trust, and all of its various 

elements that are scattered about The Quaker City, iterability, force and violence, performance, 

are unified in nearly all of the mutual agreements that he depicts in New York. While ostensibly 

an inheritance drama and a settling of New York’s Dutch colonial past through the vast Van 

Huyden estate and the seven heirs’ respective attempts to acquire the lion’s share of it, as well 

as a tale of working class heroism on the part of one of the heirs, Arthur Dermoyne, Lippard 

uses this central plot to take up the same issues of capital and contract that animate his first 

novel. 

Indeed, New York is even more explicitly concerned with capital and its accumulation 

and origins than its predecessors. Rather than framing the novel in terms of seduction as a 

crime against humanity or a critique of the legal system’s relation to class and the money 

economy, Lippard prefaces this capstone novelistic effort with an appeal to the mysteries of 

capital accumulation. In reference to the estate which stands at “two millions of dollars” in 

1823, in the novel’s present 1844 has been accruing value for over twenty years, the narrator 

exclaims: 

40 Mechanic Accents, 111. 
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The history of two millions of dollars in twenty-one years! Two millions left to go by 

itself, and ripen year after year, into new power, until at last the original sum is 

completely forgotten in a vast accumulation of capital. In the Old World twenty-one 

years glide by, and everything is the same. At the end of twenty-one years, two millions 

would still be two millions. Twenty-one years in the New World is as much as two 

centuries to the Old.41 

In this passage, Lippard inserts capital accumulation into a transatlantic milieu, juxtaposing the 

“Old World” and the New to think the process of valorization.  According to his logic, capital can 

only generate “new power” in the New World, whereas the Old World precludes this possibility, 

“two millions would still be two millions.” Lippard’s Old World is a static economy where 

capital cannot accumulate at the frantic pace it does in the New through new financial 

instruments.42 Moreover, this difference is framed in historical terms; implicitly the work of 

“two centuries” in Europe would swell the estate’s value. History—at least economic history— 

proceeds much more quickly in the United States. This passage, according to Shelley Streeby, 

shows that “Lippard uses the Van Huyden inheritance…to argue that the concentration of 

capital and political power, which he suggests is intensifying with each succeeding generation, 

41 New York: Its Upper Ten and Lower Million, Literature House (Upper Saddle River: 1970), vii, hereinafter cited 
parenthetically as NY. 
42 Indeed, family trusts served as engines of capital accumulation in the period as well as the means through which 
elites—especially in Massachusetts—consolidated themselves as a class.  The 1830s witnessed a profound 
transformation in trust management standards from “secure” and relatively static investments in real estate to the 
so-called “prudent investor” standard in which those managing a trust were presumed to grow the trust through 
wise investments elsewhere for which they would not be liable.  These investments, in turn, financed a huge swath 
of cultural institutions overseen by elites which soldered their economic to their social, and sometimes political, 
power.  See Lawrence M. Friedman, “The Dynastic Trust,” The Yale Law Journal, 73.4 (1964), pp. 547-92, Peter 
Dobkin Hall & George E. Marcus, “Why Should Men Leave Great Fortunes to Their Children? Class, Dynasty, and 
Inheritance in America,” in Inheritance and Wealth in America, ed. Robert K. Miller, Jr. & Stephen J. McNamee, 
Springer Science & Business Media (New York: 1998), pp. 139-71, and Elizabeth Blackmar, “Inheriting Property and 
Debt: From Family Security to Corporate Accumulation,” in Capitalism Takes Command, pp.93-117. 

https://instruments.42
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fatally undermines republican ideals.”43 However, to assert that this is merely a narrative of 

“concentration” in which capitalism is only at fault in its extreme results like vast fortunes and 

rapid accumulation is to miss its essential historical components which form the nucleus of New 

York’s nuanced political economy. 

Thus, New York presents us with not only an inheritance drama, but a kind of miniature 

history of capital in which the New World stands, not in opposition to the Old but as a 

condensation and intensification of it.  The narrator’s following attempt to explain this 

difference, however, seem to contradict the metaphor of intensification he employs above, 

asserting that “[t]he vast expanse of land; the constant influx of population; the space for 

growth afforded by institutions as different from those of Europe (that is from those of the 

past), as day from night—all contribute to this result. […] Behold the philosophy of modern 

wealth, manifested in the growth of the Van Huyden estate” (NY viii).  Identifying three key, 

material differences between the United States and Europe, “land,” “population,” and 

“institutions,” the “Preliminary Sketch” also presents an exceptionalist political economy in 

which the “philosophy of modern wealth” must be found in America, geographically and 

historically distant from Old World Europe. Emblematic of this difference, Lippard points to a 

“farm” which in twenty years time “has become the seat of factories, mills, the dwelling place 

of five thousand tenants” (NY ix).44 It would seem both that the United States is the ideal 

43 “Opening up the Story Paper,” 193-4. 
44 Rather predictably, this attempt to stake out the territory of United States’ capitalism runs concurrently with a 
ringing endorsement of the labor theory of value.  Of the Van Huyden estate, the narrator asserts: “Without 
working itself it bids others to work.  Left to the age, to the growth of the people, the increase of commerce and 
labor, it swells into a wealth that puts the Arabian Nights to shame” (NY viii). Moreover, he is sure to note in his 
little story of the farmland that it is the tenants “whose labor has swelled the original value of $150,000 into ten 
millions of dollars” (NY ix).  
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setting to understand capitalism and that Old World institutions and practices, for a variety of 

reasons, are inadequate—perhaps even foreign—to this apprehension. 

Echoing The Quaker City’s concern with America’s connection to and distance from 

European ideals like Gothic aesthetics and aristocratic politics, New York posits a contradictory 

and totalizing political economic theory whose fundamental antagonism lies in the relationship 

between the Old World and the New. On the one hand, Lippard offers a synchronic account of 

the Atlantic World in which history—measured through the production, realization, and 

accumulation of capital’s value—proceeds at an accelerated pace in the New World. While it 

might take ten times as long for twenty million dollars to obtain an enormous value, it 

nonetheless would implicitly do so through the same processes.  On the other hand, however, 

the very same paragraph asserts, diachronically, that the New World and the Old World are at 

fundamentally different historical moments because of “the space for growth afforded by 

[their] institutions” (NY viii).  Chalking up a difference of economic systems in the last instance 

on the basis of differences in social and political “institutions,” Lippard suggests, as he does in 

The Quaker City, that political and economic issues must be ascertained in their relations to 

diagnose their ills and that history is constituted in a teleological procession of these 

“institutions” reminiscent of eighteenth-century stadialism. What Lippard seems unable to 

resolve in the “Preliminary Sketch,” that is, this tension between synchronic and diachronic 

political economies, ultimately achieves a more satisfactory resolution in the novel proper in 

which he endorses a synchronic account of this relation, extending and solidifying the 
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connection between Old World institutions and United States liberal capitalism he preliminarily 

identified a decade earlier.45 

Prior to arriving at the main plots that circle around the question of the Van Huyden 

estate and attempting to put forward a theory of equity jurisdiction, however, Lippard seems to 

feel obligated to revisit and rehearse The Quaker City’s explicit concern with seduction in Book 

I, “Frank Van Huyden.” In a plot that is only tangentially related to what will transpire in the 

novel’s remaining books, New York begins with a kind-of bildungsroman describing the quaint, 

religious country upbringing of its eponymous protagonist and her engagement to the equally 

wholesome (and equally aptly-named) Ernest, son of the clergyman who raises her with an eye 

toward respectability. All of this changes, however, once the little girl’s narrative shifts from 

the respectable cottages and meadows of the upstate countryside to the city of New York 

proper where her now-present mother aims to introduce her to a Mr. Wareham, an English 

gentleman who combines in one person several distinct social types from Lippard’s earlier 

fiction.  In what could almost have been pulled from Lorrimer’s description in The Quaker City, 

Frank describes Wareham: “He was sleekly clad in black, and there was a gold chain across his 

satin vest, and a brilliant diamond upon his ruffled bosom. He sat in an easy, composed 

attitude, resting both hands on his gold-headed cane” (NY 39). Appealing to his fashionable 

sensibilities, complete with “gold chain” and “gold-headed cane,” from one perspective, the 

45 By juxtaposing synchronic and diachronic accounts of capital, Lippard takes up a foundational element of 
eighteenth-century political economy: the stadial theory of development whereby expansion in space can 
decelerate—though not stop completely—a society’s progress through time.  For excellent overview, see Drew R. 
McCoy, The Elusive Republic, esp. pp. 13-47.  This is not to say, however, that Lippard endorses this theory of 
development or that he aspires to stave off mercantile development the way his Jeffersonian predecessors did. 
On the contrary, Lippard seems to wish to supersede mercantile society to usher in more just political and 
economic relations, though he ultimately does not succeed, as we shall see. 

https://earlier.45
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elderly Englishman quite resembles the young rake of Lippard’s earlier fiction in addition to 

establishing a very middle-class contrast between urban frivolity and rural virtue. 

Furthermore, while Lorrimer’s libertinage stems mysteriously from a fortune whose 

origins are wholly unknown, Wareham’s fashionable presentation is supported by vast, 

transatlantic holdings. Indicating to her mother that she is somewhat apprehensive about the 

man, Frank learns from her that “[h]e is a foreign gentleman, immensely rich; worth hundreds 

of thousands, perhaps a million. He has estates in this country, in England and France. He has 

travelled over half the globe […] I could keep you up at night in repeating but a small portion of 

his innumerable acts of benevolence” (NY 40).  Thus, his fortune has a definite origin, and it lies 

not in capitalist speculation but in an older, aristocratic mode. Wareham’s status as “foreign 

gentleman” depends upon both landed “estates” that span the Old and New Worlds from “this 

country” to the continent.  Frank’s mother understands, too, that his landed proprietorship 

places him in an aristocratic economy of “acts of benevolence” and corresponding deference 

rather than, for example, capitalist economies of exchange and debt.46 A landed, implicitly-

titled aristocrat, Wareham stands in much the same position that Mr. Livingstone does at the 

end of The Quaker City, again suggesting a persistence of Old World social formations within 

the United States because of its connection with Europe one that threatens to threaten 

American political virtue which the novel presents almost cartoonishly through the aptly-

named Frank and Ernest. 

46 On the juxtaposition between these two systems, see Reeve Huston, Land and Freedom: Rural Society, Popular 
Protest, and Party Politics in Antebellum New York, Oxford UP (Oxford: 2000), esp. 28-33. Though Wareham is 
decidedly not an upstate patroon, who would have lived much closer to Frank and Ernest, his description and 
Frank’s mother’s attitude towards him evokes the same “theater of benevolence and deference” (28) that Huston 
details. 
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Finally, while Wareham is an actual, landed aristocrat, he nonetheless possesses Colonel 

Fitz-Cowles’ (and to some extent Lorrimer’s, as we have seen) penchant for forgery and 

performance. Even Frank notes in their initial introduction that “there was something peculiar 

and remarkable about his face and look, which did not appear at first sight” (NY 39).  Even at 

the level of his body “a slight smile would agitate his upper lip, while the lower one protruded 

disclosing a set of artificial teeth,” (NY 40) connecting this Englishman with deceit “which did 

not appear at first sight” and prosthesis (in a way not dissimilar to Fitz-Cowles, in fact).47 The 

deceit nascent in his very appearance amplifies in his “marriage” to Frank, one that shows that 

he understands the same conventions that Lorrimer does. In a chapter tellingly entitled “The 

Sale is Complete,” we learn that Frank’s mother has in fact sold her to be Wareham’s wife. 

Though vaguely remembered, Frank describes a ceremony that could have taken place in the 

depths of Monk-Hall: “There was a marriage celebrated there (as I was afterward told)—yes! it 

was there that a minister of the Gospel, book in hand, sanctified with the name of marriage, the 

accursed bargain of which I was the victim […] I can remember that I said some words, which 

my mother whispered in my ear, and that I signed my name to a letter which she had written” 

(NY 44-5).  All (but one) of the elements of the marriage contract—“a minister,” “some words,” 

and a signature—are present, but have been manipulated by Wareham and her mother, 

feeding her the script and providing the language of the contract. Despite all of these 

47 Voeller notes that Fitz-Cowles offers another “corporeal representation of social or cultural disfigurement” (7) in 
addition to the more explicitly disfigured Devil-Bug.  More specifically David Anthony notes that “Fitz-Cowles’s 
physical problems are reflected by the fact that he has been forging more than bank notes.  Early in the novel, a 
description of Fitz-Cowles preparing for a meeting with angry creditors makes clear that the image of masculine 
prowess he presents to the world is, quite literally, a performance, aided by the pieces of patting that his black 
servant, Dim, attaches to his body each morning in an elaborate dressing ceremony” (733-4). 

https://fact).47


         

     

     

      

   

 

  

   

 
 

Page 222 

elements, however, this marriage (like Lorrimer and Mary’s) is a sham; Wareham tells Frank 

bluntly: “I have a wife living in England” (NY 45).48 

Thus, in his final effort to revisit the seduction theme that looms over most of his 

fictional career, Lippard presents us with a character who serves as a condensation of both 

previous characters in his fiction and the social types and insights that they represent. 

Combining Lorimer’s fashionable leisure and manipulation of contractual conventions, Mr. 

Livingstone’s immense wealth and landed aristocratic social position, and Fitz-Cowel’s uncanny 

abilities in forgery (unlike Lorrimer’s mock marriage, Wareham’s has a letter), Wareham 

effectively combines The Quaker City’s various critiques of antebellum political economy into a 

single figure. Bridging both the Old World and the New, regimes of benevolence and of 

contract, landed property and markets, he and his carefully crafted seduction plot suggest that 

Lippard from his first novel to his last, has developed a more systematic understanding of 

oppression in the United States, as well as its connection to that all across the Atlantic World. 

The remainder of the novel elaborates upon this insight, outlining a synchronic political 

economy in which Old World modes of oppression are transformed into the devices of paper 

capitalism, in particular the contract and the dynastic trust, a means not of assuaging injustices, 

political violence, and economic exploitation, but of further entrenching them in everyday 

political and economic practice. 

48 In addition to all of the elements of Lippard’s social theory already covered, the mock marriage between 
Wareham and Frank is tangentially associated also with capitalist economic exchange and violence. The 
Englishman frames his mock marriage quite clearly as a business transaction: “You were right. ‘Bought’ is the 
word. You are simply my purchase. And so I paid the expenses of your eduction (your father consenting that I 
should adopt you, but very possibly understanding the whole matter as well as your mother), and you were 
accordingly educated for me” (NY 46).  Force and violence, through perhaps Lippard’s favorite example of them, a 
vial of poison, serve as the condition of possibility for Frank’s consent and, thus, the marriage ceremony more 
generally (NY 43-4). 
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New York much more so than its predecessors makes paper and contract a central 

concern of its many subplots and the overarching question of the Van Huyden estate’s 

inheritance. The novel begins with a shocking revelation that Frank has become the so-called 

Midnight Queen, head of what seems to be a brothel in New York; this improbable journey’s 

explanation takes the form of a material history: “let us break the seals of the second package 

which Frank gave to the stranger, and linger for a little while upon the pages of her history, 

written by her own hand” (NY 25). A discussion between a Spaniard Gaspar Manuel and the 

estate’s mysterious curator Ezekiel Bogart begins with a transmission of “letters” and ends with 

a discussion of an “original grant” to land in newly-acquired California. The so-called white 

slave Randolph Royalton lets his sister Esther know that he has epistolary “proofs in [his] 

possession which do not admit of denial” (NY 78) that he is descended from a founding father 

whose name the narrative continually suppresses. Merchant prince Evelyn Somers conducts his 

late-night labors amongst hallmarks of paper capitalism “surrounded by title-deeds and 

mortgages” (NY 92). Whether or not wicked priest Herman Barnhurst (suspected of obtaining a 

fortune by fraud) is to murder an innocent girl hinges upon whether or not a letter is “[a]n 

infamous forgery” (NY 122). Barnhurst subsequently confronts the mysterious Three who 

demand that “you will to-morrow make over to us, by our own proper names, and over your 

own proper signature, all your right, title and interest in the Van Huyden estate” (NY 142).  The 

list goes on and on, with paper in one form or another undergirding seemingly each and every 

one of the novel’s plots and subplots. 

No subplot makes this dependence on contract and explores its vicissitudes further than 

those involving the Court of the Ten Million, Lippard’s attempt to establish a system of equity 
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jurisprudence fit to assuage the political and economic ills of paper capitalism unchecked by the 

antebellum legal system. This extra-legal apparatus first appears in the novel’s fourth book, “In 

the Temple,” which recounts, in a very Quaker City-like fashion, a masquerade featuring many 

of the main characters in the inheritance plot in a building not dissimilar to Philadelphia’s Monk 

Hall. The guests’ costumes place them in opposition to New York’s capitalist democracy: 

“Popes and cardinals, and monks and nuns, mingled with knights, caliphs and dancing girls” (NY 

147).  Invoking both anti-Catholic and Orientalist discourses, Lippard suggests an affinity 

between these social elites and Old World sociality. Particularizing this discourse, he aligns 

them more specifically with aristocracy as the party blurs the line between “the nineteenth 

century” and “the days of the Borgias” (ibid.).  Thus, the masquerade itself invokes the problem 

that the preface first hinted at, how to represent a political economy that combines both New 

and Old World elements, a problem the Court of Ten Million embodies one attempt to resolve. 

Lippard’s attempt to resolve this aristocratic kernel within a democratic capitalist shell 

comes to a head in a conversation between two guests disguised as Roderick and Lucretia 

Borgia, both with claims to the Van Huyden estates, the statesman Gabriel Godlike and Esther 

Royalton. What follows is, somewhat predictably, an attempted seduction.  Godlike promises 

to set up Randolph in “a foreign court” where his black identity will not impede him and take 

Esther with him to Washington “where [her] beauty shall command all hearts” as “the heiress 

and daughter of a wealthy West Indian” (NY 158). At first, their confrontation takes the shape 

of a debate about democratic politics. The senator chides the “simple people” who “think that 

it is the President, the Heads of the Department, the Senators and Representatives, who make 

the laws and wield the destinies of the republic” (NY 159).  Against this idealism that contends 
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that elected representatives hold political power, Godlike insists rather that the origin of 

political power is entirely outside of official political institutions: “it is woman who pulls the 

wires, makes the laws, and sets the nation going” (ibid.).  According to his logic, democratic 

politics are a mere pasteboard mask meant to dupe the white male voting public; political 

power is, at bottom, sexual power, a revelation which effectively nullifies democratic 

institutions. 

It would seem again then that political contracts are no different from the sexual 

contract around which Lippard centers his first novel.  The same force and deception marriage-

as-contract covers lies at the heart of United States democratic practice, an unfortunate reality 

that Lippard’s republican heroine cannot tolerate. Tempting Esther with this immense political 

power and vast riches, including her “own mansion” and “pair of servants” (NY 159), it would 

appear—especially given Lippard’s earlier work—that Godlike’s seduction is all but complete. 

However, despite being dressed in the garb of Italian aristocracy, Esther rejects these advances 

in the name of republican virtue. Appealing to her implied revolutionary heritage as the 

grandchild of “------ ------“ (NY 161), Esther chides the scheming Godlike: “You are a statesman! 

you a leader of the American people! Gaugh! (Back! Lay not a finger upon me as you value 

your life!) May God help the Republic whose leaders play the farce of solemn statesmanship by 

daylight, and at night seek their inspiration in the orgies of the brothel!” (ibid.).  Rejecting 

Godlike’s vision of women as the source of all political power, Esther insists that true, 

republican politicians represent “the American people” and channel their immanent political 

power.  Her counterpart represents a stain on republican institutions because his “solemn 

statesmanship” is a mere “farce,” while his true influences are “the brothel” of the Temple and 
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the aristocratic pretensions that it fosters in the heart of United States politics.  It is against this 

contest over the meaning of the political—between aristocratic luxury and republican virtue— 

that the Court of Ten Million first appears in the narrative. The court’s promise is to redeem 

the United States’ democracy from the cancer of self-interest, the cornerstone of both contract 

and capitalism, employing its vast means to the ends of social justice. 

In his ultimately fruitless pursuit of Esther, Godlike finds himself tied up, blindfolded, 

and transported into silence by unknown assailants, he encounters a third brand of politics 

beyond the terms of his earlier conversation, one reminiscent of Joseph Story’s appeal for an 

American equity jurisdiction.  An unidentified voice lets him know that he is soon to stand trial 

before the Court of Ten Millions and offers an overview of its raison d’etre: 

The Court of Ten Millions…is thus called, because its power is backed by ten millions of 

dollars.  It exists to punish those crimes which, perchance, from their very magnitude, 

go unpunished by other courts of justice. It exists to judge and punish two classes of 

crime in especial: crimes committed for the love of money, by the man who seeks to 

enjoy labor’s fruits, without sharing labor’s works; crimes committed by the man who 

uses his wealth, or the accident of his social position, as the means of oppressing his 

fellow-creature, even the poorest and meanest (NY 162). 

Thus, the Court works to supplement both the aristocratic oppression that Godlike and the 

Temple represent and the capitalist oppression Lippard depicts throughout the novel and 

elsewhere in his oeuvre. What Lippard proposes through the Court is a system of equity 

jurisprudence which supplements “other courts of justice” like those dealing in the common 

law, effectively advocating for such a court—backed by an immense sum—as a means through 
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which a truly just political economy can be regulated and realized.49 Rectifying capitalist 

exploitation, whereby somebody realizes labor’s value (“labor’s fruits”) without laboring 

himself, and an Old World model that depends on exploitation based on “the 

accident…of…social position,” or wealth the Court of Ten Millions promises a resolution to the 

novel’s central political economic exploration. Through transcending the juxtaposition of Old 

and New World political economies, the Court comes from outside “other [official] courts of 

justice” both to manipulate their conventions of force, violence, performance, and contract and 

lay the groundwork for a new, more equitable sociality in both the political and economic 

spheres. 

As such, the court charges him officially not with the attempted seduction of an 

innocent woman, as one might expect from Lippard, but with a failure of his political duties. 

The nameless judge gives Esther a piece of paper detailing the charges Godlike is to face.  It 

contends that, while he rivals “the three great names of the nineteenth century, Clay, Calhoun 

and Webster” in political intellect, he “has not exhibited their virtues” (NY 164), falling short of 

the republican ideal the three “great names” represent. Instead, this wage slavery argument 

goes, he has allowed economic influence to corrupt his statesmanship: “he has lent his 

influence, sold his intellect, mortgaged his official position, to those who enslave labor in 

workshop and factory, defraud it in banks, and rob the laborer—the freeman—of a piece of 

land which he may call by the sacred title of home” (ibid.).  Rather than political action 

49 Here Lippard finds himself an unlikely bedfellow with conservative American jurist Joseph Story who sought to 
establish a system of equity jurisprudence in the American legal system.  Despite their radically different political 
leanings, both the author and the judge identify a need to rectify injustice not circumscribed by the common law. 
Interestingly, Story’s favorite example of that which requires equity jurisdiction is the monetary trust, the main 
concern of New York. 

https://realized.49
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grounded in republican principle to further the interests of all—informed by “reciprocal love 

and duty”—he has opted to commodify his political power, subjecting it to the laws of the 

market economy: lending, selling, and mortgaging.  In so doing, he fails to represent the people 

and instead furthers the interests of “heartless monopoly and godless capital” (NY 165). 

Godlike, then, represents the first evil that the court seeks to assuage: the intrusion of the 

capitalist economy into the political sphere and its corresponding oppression of the laboring 

many; the accusation points out that the original conflict between Godlike’s aristocratic 

pretensions and Esther’s republican virtue combine in the practice of United States politics. 

In an attempt to rectify the extensive injustices that the court details, the judge 

manipulates the conventions of the capitalist economy from which Godlike benefits and, in so 

doing, lays bare the force and violence at its heart.  Just as Frank’s opening narrative registers 

the manipulability of consent and contract, the Court of Ten Millions pushes their twin logics of 

performance and force further still.  In a classic Lippardian move, the court originally elicits his 

consent to stand trial by threatening him with exposure to “gentlemen…of all political parties, 

high in social position, and bearing the reputation of honorable minded and moral men” (NY 

163), prefiguring the manipulation of consent that is to come. After what constitutes more of a 

sentencing hearing than an actual trial, the judge originally suggests that the statesman receive 

“[t]he lash,” threatening a direct use of violence and evoking the specter of chattel slavery to 

which Godlike responds with terror (NY 165).  In response, the judge offers a telling calculus of 

punishment that suggests a politics of bare force and violence: 

You forget that you are in my power; and, as you are well aware, (it is a maxim upon 

which you have acted all your life,) ‘MIGHT MAKES RIGHT.’ And why should you 
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shudder at the mention of the lash? What is the torture, the disgrace of the lash, 

compared with the torture and disgrace which your deeds have inflicted upon 

thousands of your fellow men? (ibid.). 

According to this assertion’s formula, the political in both the form it takes in this courtroom 

and a debased democratic politics which Godlike has “acted all [his] life,” is fundamentally an 

economy of force, “torture” and “disgrace.” The political economy it implies is not one of 

liberal contract and rights, but of “MIGHT.”50 However, the judge quickly dismisses this notion, 

asserting that “the lash is too light a punishment for a criminal of your magnitude,” calling for 

an alternative political economy, offering fresh and vigorous forms of establishing natural 

justice and serving the interests of equity. 

The answer, surprisingly, is not brutal violence more extreme than the lash, as Lippard’s 

other fiction and its sensationalism might lead one to believe, but falls on the contrary within 

the parameters of paper capitalism itself.  However, as with other such instances across both 

The Quaker City and New York, force and violence continue to linger over the scene; the judge 

orders an attendant to “[s]ecure him, at the first sign of resistance or disobedience,” 

contributing to the precarious nature of Godlike’s performance of consent. As an alternative to 

corporeal punishment, the judge decrees to Godlike: “You will affix your own proper signature 

to two documents, which will now be presented to you.  After which you are free” (NY 166). 

The Court of Ten Millions has shifted the parameters of its politics from one grounded in 

50 This is perhaps Lippard’s most explicit treatment of the issue of political power’s foundations and the point at 
which he most closely approximates Hume’s insights about the origins and nature of politics (see note 18).  
However, he quickly dismisses this position, opting instead and once again for contract as an ultimately more 
satisfying mode of political and legal engagement. 
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violence and force to one grounded in “free[dom]” and contract.  Furthermore, this transition 

towards contract works to preserve the force of the original sentence, but in modified form 

which merely drives the originary violence deeper rather than superseding it.  The lash has 

been replaced with Godlike’s “own proper signature,” registering a shift in the performative 

conventions of political and economic transactions, but one which preserves the means of an 

older political economy. The Court bears witness yet again to Lippard’s fundamental insight 

about performance and contract, this time deployed to assuage the evils of paper capitalism 

rather than advance them. 

Godlike’s enactment of his sentence further underscores these connections between 

contract, performativity, and violence in Lippard’s fiction. In his earlier work, contract and its 

fiction of free agents worked through both paper and performance to conceal a necessary force 

that undermined its associations with freedom both sexually, politically, and economically. 

New York systematizes this insight into a procedure of equity jurisprudence, redeploying these 

means of contract and paper capitalism more generally to short-circuit the injustices they 

produce. The first document he has to sign takes the form of a confession of his “attempting a 

gross outrage upon the person of Esther Royalton” (ibid.), which draws upon contractual 

conventions again through the means of paper capitalism: dated “NEW YORK, Dec. 24th , 1844” 

and concluding “Signed in the presence of { “ (ibid.).  The statesman, however, refuses to sign, 

“not if you rend me into fragments” (ibid.) which results in yet another threat from the judge to 

expose Godlike to New York’s respectable class. Having reluctantly signed the first document, 

Godlike is called to sign a second which further pushes the boundaries of contract and consent 

in addition to evoking its necessary iterability: “The second document rests on the table before 
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you.  The writing is concealed by a sheet of paper. You will sign without reading it. There is the 

place for your signature” (ibid.).  Just as Fitz-Cowles’ bundle of blank paper exposes the 

manipulability of contract’s conventions, this “concealed” writing that Godlike eventually signs 

(again, under the twin threats of exposure and violence) demonstrates the manipulability of the 

“proper signature[‘s]” authority and conventions that ultimately authorizes all acts of contract, 

both political and economic. Moreover, as with Lippard’s previous contracts in The Quaker City 

this contract’s authority depends on its iterability (every element in the Court’s practice of 

equity jurisprudence is at least doubled); the judge advising the statesman that he “will be 

asked to sign yet once again in broad daylight” (NY 167).  Thus, in a single mock courtroom 

scene, Lippard has managed to combine the various threads that have run throughout both The 

Quaker City and New York into a single contractual act involving a politician and a massive sum 

of capital.51 

Not limiting this foundational iterability to these two signatures, New York depicts a 

second trial that proceeds in nearly exactly the same way as Godlike’s, that of another claimant 

to the Van Huyden estate, the banker Israel Yorke. Remarking on the court’s anti-capitalist 

bent, Yorke himself proclaims that “this way of doing business is exceedingly unbusiness-like” 

(NY 176) prior to the proceedings. The judge himself takes up this assertion, framing his 

charges in terms of Yorke’s various positions as a paper capitalist within the market economy: 

“speculator,” “trustee,” “landlord,” “banker,” and “Savings Fund swindler,” among other things 

51 Lippard even highlights the plasticity of consent at the conclusion of this episode.  In response to Gabriel’s 
assertion that he was “force[d] to sign” the two documents, the judge counters: “Do not speak of force.  There was 
no force save the compulsion of your own crimes” (NY 166). Again, the Court of Ten Millions’ procedure 
demonstrates that contract works to mask and transform the force and violence at its heart. 

https://capital.51
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(NY 176-7).  Through these positions, he has perpetrated the economic oppression to 

compliment Godlike’s political crimes, in fact, the Court contends “every crime that can be 

committed by the man, who makes it his sole object in life to coin money out of the life and 

blood of the helpless and the poor” (NY 176). Thus, Yorke becomes a kind of stand-in for the 

for United States capitalist practice, his trial an indictment of the entire economic system which 

“robs within the letter of the law,” (ibid.) thus requiring the supplement of equity 

jurisprudence.  In the same way that Godlike allows Lippard to level a critique against United 

States democratic politics, Yorke becomes the cornerstone of his critique of American market 

capitalism. 

As the courtroom accoutrements would suggest, complete with “inkstand, pen and 

paper, a book, and sundry other volumes” (NY 175), Yorke’s punishment matches Godlike’s 

almost to the letter.  Under the threat of the Court’s “MIGHT,” the shrewd capitalist signs a 

paper “that [he has] ample means to redeem every dollar of [his] notes, and that [he] will 

redeem them to-day” (NY 178) and another paper “concealed by another sheet” (NY 179).  

Again, this act of contracting becomes the condition of possibility for freedom, the Court 

ordering after the second signature: “You are free…. you may now change your dress, and 

leave this house” (ibid.).  More than any other sequence in The Quaker City or New-York, the 

Court of Ten Millions recapitulates and condenses all of the issues of contract that Lippard 

raises elsewhere—the specter of force, the requirement and manipulability of performance, 

the fictionality of consent, and the necessary iterability—and inserts it into the main arc of the 

Van Huyden estate’s inheritance. Economic and political oppression alike in the antebellum 

North, New York contends, takes the form of contract’s ostensible freedom. 
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The novel sets one up to expect a neat resolution, perhaps through a Shakespearian 

sleight of hand, to the issues the Court raises given all its creative play with contract’s 

conventions; both prospective heirs are going to be called to sign again in broad daylight upon 

New York’s conclusion, the estate’s settlement.  This climactic scene, too, underscores the 

importance of contract and paper to the novel’s central action. Immediately prior to the 

settlement, Ezekiel Bogart, its eccentric curator of sorts, indicates that an oath, rather than a 

contract or a standard of prudent investment, lies beneath the entire affair: “What if Martin 

Fulmer should refuse to divide the estate? Alas! alas! his oath…will crush the very thought of a 

refusal. The Will must be obeyed; yes, strictly, faithfully to the letter, in its most minute 

details” (NY 262).  Thus, the guarantee that the estate will be divided takes the form of an 

“oath,” which—not unlike a contract—must be heeded “to the letter.”52 Furthermore, this 

fundamental agreement is not limited to a past speech act, but proliferates out into a whole 

host of official, written documents. Musing again on the possibility that the seven will not 

receive their portion of the estate, Bogart asks himself: “What if Martin Fulmer should burn 

every title-deed and record here…thus leaving the estate in the hands of the ten thousand 

tenants who now occupy its houses and lands? These parchments once destroyed, every 

tenant would be the virtual owner of the house or lot of land which he now occupies” (NY 263). 

Not only does this rhetorical question highlight the centrality of “title-deed[s] and record[s]” to 

the estate’s settlement, it also registers two distinct modes of ownership, an abstract one in 

which paper “records” are sufficient to give one right to a “house or lot of land” and another, 

52 For a taxonomy of modes of agreement and a genealogy of contract’s ultimate victory as liberal capitalism’s 
dominant mode of sociality, see Victoria Kahn, Wayward Contracts: The Crisis of Political Obligation in England, 
1640-1674, Princeton UP (Princeton: 2004), 1-20. 
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more concrete one in which occupancy establishes such a right.53 Clearly, the estate aligns 

paper instruments with this more abstract mode that allows for massive capital accumulations 

like the Van Huyden estate; in fact, they serve as this accumulation’s condition of possibility. 

While these issues may seem distinct, perhaps even far afield, from The Court of Ten 

Millions and its fundamental insight about the force and violence that contract requires and its 

necessary iterability, a characteristically Lippardian, sensational revelation yokes the estate’s 

capital accumulations and the Court’s equity jurisdiction. Much the same way that Colonel Fitz-

Cowles takes advantage of performative conventions to become everything from a Southern 

planter to an English aristocrat, Bogart appears throughout the novel in several guises (only, 

unlike with the Colonel, readers, too, are unaware). In the final book’s second chapter, the 

narrator reveals: “It was, in truth, that singular man, who in the course of our narrative, has 

appeared as the Judge of the Court of Ten Millions, as the ‘man in the surtout, with manifold 

capes,’ as Ezekiel Bogart, the General Agent; and who, at length, appears in his own character,--

Dr. Martin Fulmer, the trustee of the Van Huyden estate” (NY 267).  By collapsing many of the 

threads related to contract paper capitalism’s political economy, the Court’s insight that force 

and violence always already undergird any contractual act and its necessary iterability, the 

53 With this juxtaposition, Lippard points towards distinct regimes of property articulated by philosophers and 
political economists of the period.  In the late eighteenth-century, Immanuel Kant’s “The Universal Doctrine of 
Right,” in Political Philosophy, Trans. Mary J. Gregor, Cambridge UP (Cambridge: 1996) opens by baldly asserting 
that “something external would be mine only if I may assume that I could be wronged by another’s use of a thing 
even though I am not in possession of it” (401, emphasis in original).  In a more materialist vein, Marx notes several 
decades after Lippard’s death a peculiarly capitalist system of landed property which “undoes the connection 
[between landed property and landlord] to such an extent that the landed proprietor can spend his entire life in 
Constantinople, while his landed property remains in Scotland,” Capital Vol. 3, Trans. David Fernbach, Penguin 
(London: 1981), 755.  Both Kant and Marx, in their own ways, diagnose the peculiarly abstract nature of capitalist 
property which does not require that one use, occupy, or in any way materially connect with one’s property in 
order to enjoy its rights and all that they bestow, a conception of property necessary to New York’s inheritance 
plot and an understanding of Lippard’s critique of antebellum capitalism and democracy. 

https://right.53
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estate’s registration of contract’s necessity to capital accumulation and the shifting nature of 

property, and Fulmer’s manipulation of the performativity of economic and political relations, 

New York concludes with an attempt to think how contract and capital can contribute to “the 

social regeneration of [man’s] race” (ibid.). 

The inheritance’s settlement is the ground upon which Lippard attempts to resolve this 

fundamental antagonism.  Rather than a neat-and-tidy resolution, however, New York’s climax 

comes as a scene that echoes Shylock’s trial in The Merchant of Venice.54 Central to the 

dilemma that Fulmer faces is again whether he is to obey the oath he took to the fortune, 

asking himself, “may not circumstances arise in which the breaking of that oath may be a lighter 

crime, than strict obedience to it?” (NY 270).  With only Gabriel Godlike and Israel Yorke 

present, this question of the letter versus the spirit of the law becomes more material and 

urgent for the steward: “Shall I, adhering to the letter of the law, to the oath in the strictest 

sense, divide this great estate you two? Or, fearful of the awful evil which you may work to the 

world, with this untold wealth, shall I—in order to avoid this evil,--refuse to divide the estate, 

and take upon myself the moral penalty of the broken oath?” (ibid.).  Central, yet again, is the 

fulfillment of an “oath” and its relation to capital, “this great estate,” and morality, an economy 

of “awful evil” and “moral penalty.” On its face, then, this conjuncture promises to answer the 

54 There is no indication that Lippard read or would have been familiar with Shakespeare in general or Merchant in 
particular. However, the elements of New York’s climax seem to suggest a strong connection between the play’s 
famous contract storylines and the antebellum novel’s.  This fundamental tension between the letter and the spirit 
of the law informs Merchant’s climax in which Shylock standing for the law and a disguised Portia asking for mercy 
becomes the means through which the text resolves the problem of the pound of flesh and Shylock’s contract with 
Antonio. In this case, a clever interpretive trick absolves the tension, pushing the logic of the law to its limit and 
effectively voiding the contract.  Moreover, the casket and iron chest that color the estate’s settlement echo the 
“will of a dead father” (I.ii.22) that places three chests at the center of Portia’s potential marriage contract. Given 
the similarities, one would perhaps expect a similarly clever resolution on Lippard’s part, but New York offers no 
such neat-and-tidy resolution, as we shall see. 

https://Venice.54
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question that has structured much of the novel in terms of contract, its limits, and its potential 

uses towards the ends of economic justice.  Not only can Fulmer refuse the estate to Yorke and 

Godlike, defendants in the Court of Ten Millions, he also possesses “two half sheets of paper, 

covered with writing in his own hand. One bore the signature of Gabriel Godlike, the other that 

of Israel Yorke” (NY 271) renouncing their respective claims to the Van Huyden fortune and 

offering the promise that contract—however manipulated and manipulable—can assuage the 

potential evil implied by the oath much as it was seen to provide a foundation for free and 

equitable exchange.  Thus, the final chapters pose an antagonism between two modes of 

economic and political relations, the quasi-feudal “oath” and the liberal capitalist “half sheets 

of paper.” 

This juxtaposition between the oath and the contract becomes the means through 

which Lippard ultimately identifies an Old World influence in modern trust and paper capital 

accumulation.  The dynastic trust depends on a regime of contract and paper, whose force 

comes from the state and the law, to accrue value and be settled. The oath, on the other hand 

stands in opposition to this, taking its authority from God and thus evoking a feudal regime in 

which bonds are not cast in terms of exchange and reciprocity, but rather in terms of one’s 

absolute obligation to another.55 As with so many devices in Lippard’s fiction, from Lorrimer’s 

dandyism to Fitz-Cowles’ infamous forgeries, Fulmer’s oath is the vehicle through which Lippard 

55 This notion of the oath is much closer to Puritan covenant theology which, while serving as a precursor to the 
ante- and postbellum celebration of contract as the synonym of freedom, was hardly associated with self-interest 
and mutual exchange.  On the contrary, as Amy Dru Stanley reminds us: “Puritan ministers imagined the relation 
between God and humanity as a bargain and the complexity of salvation as a set of mutual obligations….  They 
designated covenant the foundation for both church and state, holding that each institution rested on the 
agreement of its members to obey biblical injunctions and the laws enacted by magistrates” (6).  As with Fulmer’s 
oath, the most important feature of the Puritan covenant is not reciprocity but obedience to Church and State 
authority. 

https://another.55
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injects Old World practices and institutions into paper capitalist devices. Resolving this tension 

that animates the Van Huyden estate and New York’s climax promises to offer the possibility for 

equity in and through paper capitalism. 

However, as with nearly all of the earlier such instances, Lippard is either unable or 

unwilling to make the antagonism so cut-and-dried.  The conflict between the oath and the 

contract and the respective political and economic regimes they undergird is itself tinged 

exactly what troubles Lippard about contract. First, Fulmer resolves this antagonism not by 

weighing the respective benefits and potential evils of each alternative, but by appealing to his 

own moral compass: “Martin Fulmer, before the bar of his own conscience, was fanatically just. 

He might use these papers, but before his own conscience he dared not” (ibid.).  Already, the 

novel suggests that morality in the form of the arbiter’s “own conscience” works to undermine 

any objective claims of contract; as with the Court’s equity jurisprudence, one man’s conscience 

would seem to offer relief from the cold machinations of capital. Moreover, any contract and 

its fulfillment cannot be extricated from the material circumstances surrounding not just its 

enactment—as the Court of the Ten Millions, among other scenes, demonstrates—but also its 

fulfillment.56 Listening to his moral sense and promising each of the seven who appears “a 

56 By placing material conditions at the center of his theory of contract, rather than relegating it to the periphery 
(as many theorists of contract leading from Hobbes through Kant tend to), Lippard highlights contract’s materiality 
and dependence on both the body and material objects.  In so doing, he anticipates thinkers like Gilles Deleuze 
who, in the following century, will explore the intimate connection between the material body, the context, and 
liberalism’s favorite relation. For Deleuze, the contract in all of its instantiations represents an expression of the 
masochistic situation, one which gives the lie to the abstraction of classical contract theory’s narratives: 

It is already apparent that in his attempt to derive the law from the contract, the masochist aims not to 
mitigate the law but on the contrary to emphasize its extreme severity.  For while the contract in principle 
certain conditions like the free acceptance of the parties, a limited duration and the preservation of 
inalienable rights, the law that it generates always tends to forget its own origins and annul these 
restrictive conditions. Thus the contract-law relationship involves in a sense a mystification.  To imagine 
that a contract or quasi contract is at the origin of society is to invoke conditions which are necessarily 

https://fulfillment.56
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certificate, over my own hand, stating that you appeared at the appointed hour” (ibid.), Fulmer 

adds yet another caveat: “’But first, we must open this,’ – he pointed to the iron chest,--‘and 

this,’—to the coffin, around which, as around the iron chest, tall wax candles were dimly 

burning, ‘Whatever these may contain, they cannot affect nor change my decision. But they 

must be opened,--so the will directs’” (ibid.).  At the bottom of this contract is yet another 

performance, the “coffin” and “iron chest” serving as a supplement to an oath and signed 

certificates. Ultimately, Lippard suggests, contract’s political economy cannot supersede older 

political and economic relations, Gothic “iron chest[s]” and “wax candles” lurk just beneath its 

surface of consent, performance, and iterability. 

While the two supplements to the Van Huyden settlement might promise to reveal 

some fundamental secret at the heart of Lippard’s political and economic vision and attempt to 

systematize equity, ultimately the novel is unable to resolve these fundamental problems that 

it raises. The chest and the coffin are never opened.  Instead, the novel concludes with a two-

pronged deus ex machina that almost explicitly refuses a resolution to its central tensions 

between capital, contract, and the political and economic good.  First, after all of the scheming 

on the part of the seven heirs to maximize their share of the immense fortune, their aspirations 

are undercut by the unlikely appearance of the estate’s one rightful heir. Short-circuiting the 

estate’s functioning in the name of an older mode of inheritance by primogeniture, Fulmer 

exclaims: “The son of Guilian Van Huyden is not dead!” (NY 273).  In a characteristic twist, 

invalidated as soon as the law comes into being. […] One could even say, as a general rule, that in 
masochism the contract is caricatured in order to emphasize its ambiguous destination (91-2). 

Coldness and Cruelty, Zone Books (New York: 1991).  While certainly not as philosophically rigorous as Deleuze, 
Lippard’s dramatizations of contract in his fiction show much the same awareness of the essential “mystification” 
of contract’s ideology and its dependence on the same materiality and force that drive the masochistic situation. 
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Fulmer is able to renounce the moral quandary that haunts his trusteeship; Alice Van Huyden 

actually gave birth to two children, one of whom, Carl Raphael, has passed away, giving rise to 

the seven heirs.  The other, aptly called Nameless, lived on in anonymity, but returns at this 

dramatic conjuncture to claim the whole fortune. As Fulmer concisely declares: “The estate, 

from two millions, has swelled into one hundred millions. You will inherit it, and you and I, and 

this good man, will join together, in applying the awful power embodied in this wealth, to the 

best interests of the human race” (NY 278).  Thus, the novel proposes briefly a utopian solution 

to the twin oppressions of contract and capital, shirking the former and employing the latter in 

morally responsible fashion towards the ends of natural justice. Here Fulmer’s statement 

resonates with Story’s Commentaries: the conscience-driven decisions of individual actors— 

especially regarding estate settlements—promises to promote justice and correct defects in the 

common law, a legal system that oversees and permits the manifold oppressions and injustices 

peppered throughout Lippard’s urban fiction. 

However, this proposed philanthropy is bound to remain a mere utopian fantasy in the 

face of paper capitalism’s reality and the incompatibility in the novel’s logic between equity and 

capital. Nameless rejects Fulmer’s proposal on the very moral grounds from which the latter 

seemingly operates. In what constitutes a concluding soliloquy summarizing the novel’s rather 

unsatisfying lesson, the single heir offers an indictment of capitalist wealth as such: 

No, father, I will not touch one dollar of this wealth.  Look at the passion it has evoked: 

look at the calamities it has wrought! It is accursed, thrice accursed. It was this wealth 

which impelled your own brother to attempt to corrupt my mother. It was this wealth 

which made that brother follow me with remorseless hatred, and to-night for the sake 
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of this, he planned my death. […] What evil thought is there in earth or hell which it has 

not called into deeds? (ibid.) 

According to Nameless, accumulated and inheritable wealth (especially pooled into a trust) is 

doomed to produce injurious “passion[s],” and “calamities” that undermine social and political 

harmony. Producing only “corrupt[ion]” and “remorseless hatred,” capital and its attendant 

political and economic practices materializes every possible “evil” into “deeds,” and acts as a 

kind of anti-utopian force in United States society. This crescendo of critique, however, falls 

short of offering a solution to this problem: the fortune remains, accumulating value stemming 

from the labor of others and the land they occupy. In fact, rather than transcending the 

capitalist problematic, Nameless falls back on a characteristically Old World institution: “my 

oath is sworn, by the name of my mother never to touch one dollar of the Van Huyden estate, 

and that oath is written up yonder” (NY 279). Nameless, as Lippard’s moral hero, ultimately 

renounces the liberal capitalist problem he faces and the novel poses in the name of a divinely 

sanctionedand familial “oath.” 

If Nameless’ oath presents one attempt to move beyond the novel’s critique of contract 

by falling back on an older social relation (however unsuccessfully), New York’s epilogue 

suggests another alternative to its urban regime of contract and capital accumulation. This, too, 

stems from another one of what Michael Denning call’s Lippard’s “mechanic hero[s]” (109): 

Arthur Dermoyne, another heir to the estate who spends much of the novel attempting to 

surreptitiously rectify the evils its capital produces.57 The epilogue’s final tableaux presents a 

57 Indeed, Dermoyne spends much of the novel as a kind of action hero bent on eliminating caricatures of capitalist 
evil.  At the beginning of Book III, “Through the Silent City,” he finds himself “in the street, in front of the house of 
Madam Reismer.  Wrapped in his cloak, and with his cap drawn over his eyes, he stood in the shadows, and gazed 

https://produces.57
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fantasy of white settler colonialism which serves as a kind of imaginary resolution to the 

political and economic problems that the novel presents. Rather than seeking a resolution in its 

eponymous city, the work concludes “[a]way from the eternal city,--to the New World,--to the 

boundless horizon and ocean-like expanse of the prairies” (NY 283). Lippard presents us with a 

vista of “[t]here hundred emigrants, mechanics, their wives, and little ones, who have left the 

savage civilization of the Atlantic cities, for a free home beyond the Rocky Mountains—such is 

the band which now moves on in the light of the fading day” (ibid.), who embody his utopian 

vision.  Implicitly, there is no hope to supersede the “savage civilization” of New York and its 

liberal capitalist regime of contract, force, and performance in keeping with Horace Greely’s 

safety valve theory in which Western freeholds assuage the evils of urban overpopulation;58 the 

only hope for a political and economic “free home” lies far afield of the metropolis: “three 

hundred serfs of the Atlantic cities” taking up the white settler project under the leadership of 

“the Socialist,--Arthur Dermoyne” (ibid.).59 Just as Nameless turns away from the Van Huyden 

fixedly upon the mansion opposite” (123).  Readers learn through Lippard’s narrator that Reismer and Rev. 
Herman Barnhurst are holding the latter’s innocent young daughter Alice Van Huyden against her will, attempting 
to kill her in order to eliminate her from among the estate’s inheritors.  Boldly breaking into the mansion and 
avoiding Madam Reismer’s clownishly brutish henchmen, the honest mechanic ensures that the kidnappers are 
brought to justice in this matter, shadowing the Reverend and forcing him to do his bidding.  In another instance, 
he forces Barnhurst from the shadows to sign over his portion of the fortune in order to curtail his evil.  His final 
attempt to fix the corrupt system he works so tirelessly to correct throughout the text, however, rejects this kind 
of derring-do, as we shall see. 
58 For an overview of Greeley’s theory in the context of his social thought and career editing the New York Tribune, 
see Roy Marvin Robbins, “Horace Greeley: Land Reform and Unemployment, 1837-1862,” Agricultural History 7.18 
(1933), pp. 18-41. 
59 This concluding image and Greeley’s rhetoric draw upon several existing discourses of white settlement 
presented by both James Fennimore Cooper and (less famously) Walt Whitman.  When Lippard presents 
Dermoyne as “[t]he leader of the band, a man in the prime of young manhood, dressed in the garb of a hunter, 
with a rifle on his shoulder, stand[ing] beneath the solitary oak, gazing upon the caravan as it comes on” (NY 284), 
he casts the socialist as a kind of mythic frontiersman, another manifestation of Cooper’s Natty Bumpo in his 
Leatherstocking Tales.  Presenting Dermoyne as a paragon of rugged masculinity leading the charge of white 
settlement, New York flirts with the same resolution to civilization’s ills that Cooper does, though he presents a 
much more hopeful vision of frontier life. 

https://ibid.).59
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estate leaving it and the oppression it actively produces, Dermoyne represents Lippard’s 

ultimate refusal of his paper capitalist problematic and attempt to found a system and means 

of equity. 

One might be tempted to argue here that despite not having tackled head on the 

novel’s structuring theoretical conflict that Lippard has at least managed to rid himself of the 

aristocratic, Old World influence that manifests in paper capitalism’s urban oppression; white 

settlement promises to remove the “serfs of the Atlantic cities” as a social type.60 In his formal 

introduction to Herman Barnhurst and, by extension, the reader, Dermoyne gives his history as 

a kind of tabula rasa, “an orphaned child, without father or mother, [with] no other career 

before me, than the pauperism of the outcast or the slavery of the apprentice” (NY 107). From 

the outset, the proto-socialist fashions himself to occupy an ahistorical position vis-à-vis capital, 

cast in the world to be either a pauper or a proletarian, and free from the Old World influence 

that haunts the novel’s other characters and practices.61 Even when he does flesh out his 

Furthermore, in painting the mass of mechanics and their families as united by a common social bond, 
ready to forge a new, more perfect civilization in the face of urban depravity, the novel approaches Whitman’s 
sentiments in his “Pioneers! O Pioneers!” which reads as a celebration of white settler colonialism’s ability to forge 
community and elevate the human race.  In characteristically grandiose fashion, his speaker celebrates: 

From Nebraska, from Arkansas 
Central inland race are we, from Missouri, with the continental blood intervein’d, 
All the hands of comrades clasping, all the Southern, all the Northern, 

Pioneers! O pioneers! 
In Leaves of Grass, Barnes & Noble Classics (New York: 2004), pp. 382-6. 
Earlier in the novel Dermoyne outlines his plan in starkly similar terms: “Come brother.  Here is CAPITAL.  Let us go 
to the west. Let us find a spot of God’s earth unpolluted by white or black slavery.  Let us build a community 
where every man shall work with his hands, and where every man will also have the opportunity to cultivate his 
mind—to work with his brain” (NY 108). 
60 Michael Denning says as much when he theorizes of New York that “the inheritance narrative within the 
mysteries of the city allowed Lippard to work through, and to some degree transcend, these contradictions within 
the ideology of artisan republicanism surrounding race and slavery” (116).  On the contrary, we see based on his 
dual-pronged disavowal of these issues that far from “transcend[ing] these contradictions” he remains unable to 
completely grapple with them despite the nuanced tact that accompanies his turn towards the inheritance plot. 
61 In this way, Lippard connects Dermoyne’s history to what Marx will call primitive accumulation, or the pre-
history of the capitalist mode of production.  According to Marx, capitalism and its social relations can only come 

https://practices.61
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family history, it is only to assert that they have always gained their bread through honest, 

manual labor, a producerist ethic seemingly independent of Old World social positions: “My 

father, (I am told…) was a wealthy farmer, whose wealth was swallowed up by an unjust lawsuit 

and a fraudulent bank.  My grandfather was a wheelwright; my great-grandfather a cobbler; my 

great-great-grandfather a carpenter; and his father, was a tiller of the field” (NY 109).  In each 

instance the shoemaker describes his patrimony’s social positions not in Old World terms of 

relationality, but in producerist terms of the labor they perform: “farm[ing],” “cobbl[ing],” 

“carpentry.” However, this lineage and the utopian political economy it subtends is not as 

perfect as his brief history suggests, as Dermoyne admits, “there was a count in our family. 

This, I confess is a blot upon us” (ibid.).  With this in mind, the novel’s utopian ending not only 

fails to rectify the capitalist dilemma that structures New York, but also further entrenches the 

influence of Old World aristocracy on the United States, spreading across the white settler 

frontier. 

Just as The Quaker City concludes with a respectable frontier cottage and the 

reverberation of Lorrimer’s assumed name into the future, New York, while offering a concrete 

solution above and beyond the death and violence of its predecessors, finally fails to escape 

that initial concluding whisper. Lippard’s political economy and its critique of capital become 

into being once Old World ones are abolished (mainly through displacing the peasantry): “The proletariat created 
by the breaking-up of the bands of feudal retainers and by the forcible expropriation of the people from the soil, 
this free and rightless proletariat could not possibly be absorbed by the nascent manufactures as fast as it was 
thrown upon the world.  On the other hand, these men, suddenly dragged from their accustomed mode of life, 
could not immediately adapt themselves to the discipline of their new condition. They were turned in massive 
quantities into beggars, robbers and vagabonds, partly from inclination, in most cases under the force of 
circumstances” Capital, Vol. 1, Trans. Ben Fowkes, Penguin (London: 1990), p. 896. Standing between the options 
of “proletariat” or “vagabond,” as Marx has it, or “pauperism” or “slavery,” as Dermoyne does, the mechanic hero 
presents a fantasy of capitalism’s supersession of feudalism, one that Lippard’s oeuvre in general and Dermoyne’s 
place in New York’s ending in particular undermine. 
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more systematized and sophisticated across the arc of his career, but his implicit mission of 

restoring the dignity of labor and overthrowing the capitalist political and economic regime that 

debases it is relegated to a compensatory, utopian fantasy of white settlement which ultimately 

does nothing but defer the problem. Lippard and his oeuvre—stretching from his journalistic 

polemic against rent to his massive novelistic accounts of United States urban life—stand as a 

monument to just how deeply entrenched capitalist concepts and their Old World forerunners 

were in the United States’ political and economic imaginaries at mid-century. His valiant 

attempts, more nuanced than many critics have recognized, to realize a more just society 

cannot get out from under the links between capital and the Old World that Charles Brockden 

Brown identifies half a century earlier.  George Lippard’s obsessive and almost vertiginously 

extensive effort to do so reminds us, like the Gothic structures in his fiction, of the influence 

ostensibly superseded institutions exert in the antebellum political imaginary just as vigorously 

as in the Early Republic—if not more so. Just as Joseph Story’s crusade for a separate arm of 

the American legal system devoted to equity ultimately foundered,62 Lippard’s literary career 

concludes with an inability, despite his best efforts, to master the new devices of paper 

capitalism. 

62 See Newmeyer, Joseph Story, p.295 
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