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ABSTRACT

This dissertation uses the works of Joseph Conrad, George Eliot, Charles Dickens,
Wilkie Collins, and Anthony Trollope to examine how the financial developments of the
mid to late Victorian period led authors to consider the potential social productivity of
labor that both political economists and its critics had labeled “unproductive.” These
novels, as part of an emerging mass culture, express a fascination with how different
kinds of labor—including the labor of narration—can increase a society’s productive
power by creating new collective subjects, whether economic collectives like the joint-
stock company, rhetorical communities premised on modes of address or forms of
language, or character systems like the interlocked narrative roles of minor characters in
the multiplot novel. These novels serve as an entry point for an archaeology of
immaterial labor—that is to say, labor that does not produce an alienable commodity but
rather ideas, signs, and affects. In the twenty-first century, immaterial labor marks the
increased dominance of intellectual and service labor to post-industrial economies. In the
nineteenth century, such labor was economically productive not just in authorship but in
the burgeoning service sector of the post-1850 British economy, which included the
British imperial project, international finance, corporate administration, shipping and
insurance work. Moreover, although classical economics excluded domestic service and
so-called women’s work excluded from economic productivity, the British novel
implicitly recognized the role of such labor in social production, albeit not in economic
terms. This work considers the thematic intersection of these different modes of
unproductive labor, and their frequent portrayal as forms of criminal or fraudulent action,
as an awareness and rethinking of a world marked by a highly socialized mode of
production. On the one hand, it examines what qualifies as productive labor in political
economy, marginal utility theory, and Marxist economics. On the other hand, it examines

changes in narrative form and rhetorical construction within the novels themselves in



light of such economic work to describe the proliferation of minor characters in these
novels as well as their reliance on sentimental modes of recognition within narrative

construction.
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INTRODUCTION

Free time—which is both idle time and time for higher activity—has naturally
transformed its possessor into a different subject, and he then enters into the direct
production process as this different subject. This process is then both discipline,
as regards the human being in the process of becoming; and at the same time,
practice, experimental science, materially creative and objectifying science, as
regards the human being who has become, in whose head exists the accumulated
knowledge of society.

Karl Marx, Grundrisse

The Victorian novel contains an economic substrate overlooked by contemporary
historicist criticism that only a return to Marx can illuminate. Although the industry of
economic criticism in Victorian studies has burgeoned over the last two decades, its
marginalization of Marx leaves the field open to critique from a poststructural Marxist
perspective. The historicist marginalization of Marx takes three forms, roughly
represented respectively by the work of Mary Poovey, Regina Gagnier, and Lee
Erickson: one, by bracketing Marx as outside the discursive purview of British political
economy and its popularizers; two, by lumping Marx under the heading of political
economy via his use of Ricardo and Smith; or three, by dismissing Marx as the remnant
of a failed ideology. Far from being anachronistically trained in my chapters, which
examine novels contemporary with Marx’s own writing, recent neo-Marxian work in
Continental theory can help to recover the historically embedded force of Marx’s work
by engaging with Marxism’s béte noire, unproductive labor, as the basis for a new form
of surplus-value beyond the labor theory of value. In the process, unproductive labor—
labor that does not produce (surplus-) value or an alienable object—becomes a modality
of labor that is potentially able to produce value without a material product, a labor that is
no less productive for its product being immaterial. Such labor is directly engaged in the
production of social relations—from signs, ideas, and language to affect and care—and
this albeit nebulous category spans creative production, financial services, retail trade,

and the domestic service economy. Where historicist criticism turns toward the



marginalist revolution to explain the rise of consumer culture through a desire-centered
economics, | argue that Marx’s work on immaterial labor allows one to turn the classic
narrative of the rise of the individual bourgeois subject on its head as the mere
epiphenomenon that accompanies a broader shift in the production of social relations
themselves. Although Marx’s work in this field is often understood to be focused on the
centralization and expansion of the industrial means of production, it is the centralization
and expansion of production through technological innovation that depends upon the
interchanges made possible by the unproductive or “immaterial” labor of scientists,
intellectuals, and technicians, as well as the bureaucrats and financiers who manage the
financial system at the heart of the global economy. Nineteenth-century Britain was the
epicenter of this system, and offers a picture of an intensive mode of capital accumulation
prior to so-called Fordist regimes of intensive accumulation (cf. Aglietta).

Hence unproductive or immaterial labor in the nineteenth century at once points
toward the regimes of accumulation to come while maintaining its own specificity. This
is perhaps clearer when one considers that immaterial labor is a category best understood
in the context of post-Fordist production, where the accumulation of capital no longer
depends upon the construction of larger and more intricate machines but upon the
development of human labor as a form of fixed capital, whether in terms of knowledge
production or the production of human relations. Such a situation is marked by a shift in
the hegemonic form of labor from industrial production, i.e. the factory model, to the
production of services, a more diffusive model premised on the increased production of
social relations. This is why Michael Hardt and Antonio Negri argue that, because
immaterial labor 1s “oriented toward the creation of social forms of life,” it is uniquely
“biopolitical” (Hardt and Negri 2004, 66), and the biopolitical nature of immaterial labor
is immediately apparent in its dual articulation between signifying and affectual
production. Knowledge production increases the modes of potential social interaction by

increasing the power and potential of what Marx calls the general intellect by producing



concepts, language, and images, as well as other signifying practices and systems. Yet if
knowledge production increases possible intellectual interactions, then affectual
production increases possible emotional and physical interactions. Affectual production,
which endeavors to produce affects such as satisfaction and well-being, at once takes
account of the centrality of service labor in the so-called New Economy of the post-
industrial world while also embracing the productivity of domestic labor and other
unsalaried female labor (an approach that draws from 1970s feminist thought on the
economic impact of domestic labor, and, of course Friedrich Engels’s claim that woman
is the original proletariat in The Origin of Private Property, The Family and the State).
Yet it is important to note that immaterial labor’s hegemony depends upon its
intersection with the financialization of the world market that began in the 1970s and
continues through the present—that is to say, not only with the rise of neo-liberalism but
also with the dismantling of the welfare state as the mediating point between capital and
labor and the simultaneous diffusion of social ownership as pension funds were driven
away from defined benefits plans to defined contribution plans open to market
manipulation (e.g. the rise of 401K plans and Roth IRAs in the 1980s). This has two
important components, both highlighted by the economic turmoil of 2008-2009, that two
contemporary strands of Marxism could help explain. On the one hand, David Harvey’s
work on the interaction of financial markets with real estate and Keynesian infrastructure
investment speaks to the manner in which finance in contemporary capitalism has
permeated immovable goods (e.g. real estate’s entrance into the derivatives trade), and
points to the manner in which the totality of global capital is engaged in a crisis of over-
accumulation, a process of accumulation, investment, crisis and devaluation. One might
understand this as part of the objective state of exploitation in late capital as working
class expenditures and debt on expensive consumer goods like houses and cars has
become a central component in the capital’s devaluation (amortization) of its fixed

capital, the weakened strength of collective wage negotiations for the working classes,



and the continued degradation of social safety nets that serve as implicit forms of a social
wage—this is the reality of finance capital as parasitism described by Marx. On the other
hand, the works of Marxists like Hardt and Negri, Paolo Virno, and Christian Marazzi
emphasize the construction of subjects equal to the new state of capitalist exploitation,
positing that an increase in the social power of production occurs outside capital and
potentially resistant to such production. Hardt and Negri have emphasized the role of the
poor in this respect while Virno focuses on the emotional tonalities of immaterial labor
itself. Marazzi, a Swiss economist, by contrast, illuminates the relation between the
monetization of immaterial forms of capital like software and the rise of the securities
market as pension funds found it increasingly important to increase their value in order to
combat inflation. This interaction between securitization and immaterial labor becomes
the exacerbating factor in what Marazzi describes as the New Economy’s central
antagonism within production, what we might recognize as the classic under-
consumptionist argument transposed into immaterial terms: while the new mode of
production demands more and more of the laborer’s lived time—extending beyond work
time into non-work time—the products of such immaterial labor can only be consumed
during non-work time by the laborer in his role as consumer. On first glance, Marazzi’s
account does not seem to take enough notice of Marx’s differentiation between
departments of production in Capital 2, i.e. department one, means of production, and
department two, consumer goods. However, Marazzi concludes that the growth of the
war economy and the surveillance state in the early twenty-first century is a kind of
military Keynesian solution to the crisis of under-consumption, which transposes under-
consumption in consumer goods into over-consumption of military means of production.
Between Harvey’s over-accumulation and Marazzi’s under-consumption, the two central
facets of the 2008 economic crisis—the financialization and manipulation of the real
estate market and the massive drop in consumer spending marginally counter-balanced

by government investment—begin to take shape.



If such readings of economic crisis recall the late nineteenth and early twentieth
century work of the Second International—specifically J.A. Hobson and Rosa
Luxemburg—that is no coincidence. While industrial production was an important
component of the British economy in the nineteenth century, a substantially revised
picture of Britain’s economy between 1850 and 1914 has lately emerged, largely
championed by historians P.J. Cain and A.G. Hopkins, who take up in modified form
much of the Second International’s work on imperialism and finance—though with an
overemphasis on Rudolf Hilferding, whose financialism is perhaps too easily
amalgamated into contemporary thought on financel—and Cain has written a separate
study on Hobson’s intellectual development (cf. Cain). Cain and Hopkins argue that from
1850 on, a robust service sector economy of “gentlemanly capitalism” emerged as the
driving force behind imperial investment and expansion. Such an account of the
intersection of money capital and high finance is not so much at odds with Marx’s work
as it might appear, even if it seems to refute a direct connection between industrial
interests and imperial policy. Rather, it points toward the increased prominence of
interest-bearing capital on imperial policy in Britain. Such historicizing of empire and
finance resituates Michael Hardt and Antonio Negri’s claim in Empire (2000) that “the
world market might serve adequately [...] as the diagram of imperial power” (190), and
leads one away from their context of post nation-state sovereignty and rather embeds the
market in the construction of imperial power as such. David Harvey argues that financial
capitalism operates in conjunction with industry, which produces surplus value, and the
state, which allows surplus value to be realized via its maintenance of a central bank
(321-328). One need not subscribe to Giovanni Arrighi’s notion of systemic cycles of
accumulation, which moves from phases of material expansion to financial expansion, to
note the existence of such a shift in both Britain during the mid-nineteenth century and

the United States in the late twentieth.



The history of the nineteenth century speaks to this interaction of finance,
industry, and the state. While British industry after 1850 stagnated in comparison to U.S.
industrial expansion following the Civil War, Britain’s service sector—finance,
insurance, transport, communications, and imperial administration—expanded, due
largely to the stability of sterling and Britain’s financial system in general, which was
exemplified by Britain’s nascent sense of a central bank’s role in managing a national
economy. Investment expanded during this period, extending beyond the general holding
of Consols (which were themselves eventually surpassed by the century’s end by Walter
Bagehot’s creation, the Treasury bond), as well as moving into insurance as a form of
investment, as Timothy Alborn has recently shown. Such financialization certainly did
not reach its contemporary scale, where workers’ savings now fuel financial markets and
are consumed by them, and it is not my contention that one can or should draw a
teleological line of capitalist development from the mid-nineteenth century to the present.
Rather, this resonance of finance, capital, and the state allows us to examine the specific
historical effects that occur when service and administration begin to dominate capitalist
production, and what this means for the construction of collectivities. Indeed, Hardt and
Negri recently noted in light of contemporary economic developments that finance is
itself “an elaborate machine for representing the common” through various mechanisms
of abstraction that at once depend upon and mystify common relationships and networks
(Hardt and Negri 2009, 157). It should not be forgotten that Marx’s work—as well as the
work of those who follow Marx’s analyses—is a critique of political economy, especially
given this view of the economic terrain. Marxist theory is a theory of social production,
that is to say, the rationalization of the production of social relations themselves. While
Foucault’s well-known panopticism attempts an objective description of biopolitical
struggle in the nineteenth century as a specular division of space, Marx’s work explores
the subjective ramifications of such production, what he calls in the epigraph to this

introduction both a discipline and a practice. Far from being a mere theorist of industrial



production, Marx theorized the growing subjective power of social production and its
disparate irrational distribution.

In the following chapters, I have approached the Victorian novel as a point of
entry for an archaeology of immaterial labor using canonical works of British fiction to
examine the ideological impasses uncovered by the novel as it engages with a thematic
nexus of unproductive labor, collective subjectivity, and finance. These include Joseph
Conrad’s Nostromo (1904), George Eliot’s Silas Marner (1861) and Brother Jacob
(1861), Charles Dickens’s Our Mutual Friend (1864), Wilkie Collins’s The Moonstone
(1868), and Anthony Trollope’s The Way We Live Now (1876). With an understanding of
Marx as a theorist of social production, I focus on the Victorian novel’s nascent
figuration of immaterial labor as a response to the increasingly productive potential of
classically understood unproductive labor and its effects on the novel’s form. Such an
approach leads to the question of how collective subjects are made, whether as the kinds
of economic collectivities that appeared in nineteenth century finance such as limited
liability joint stock companies, as rhetorical communities constituted by group address, or
as the interlocked narrative roles of minor characters in the construction of these
multiplot novels. In one sense, this project historicizes Alex Woloch’s theorization of the
role of the minor character in the Victorian novel as an effect of changes in social
production. Woloch’s narrative work describes the implicated relationships between the
protagonists of the realist novel and the minor characters that surround them (Woloch
2002). Such minor characters tend to fall into two categories, the worker, whose labor as
a character aids the construction of the narrative and the consistency of the novel’s
protagonist, and the eccentric, whose incongruity disrupts the movement of the plot. In
their centrality to the construction of narrative, Woloch argues that these “minor
characters are the proletariat of the novel” (27). With unproductive labor increasingly
seen as potentially productive, I would argue that an early notion of the immaterial

laborer appears in the mid-Victorian novel as a proliferation of minor-ness in narrative.



Such a confrontation with the limits of de-centralization in nineteenth century realism
operates through a multiplication of narrative parallels, a repetition that Tzvetan Todorov
calls a narrative structure of “the-same-but-different.” This construction around repetition
marks a shift from fiction dictated by repetitive conceits determined by a protagonist
toward the construction of a social world in which the protagonist is titrated out by a
series of repetitions that render him exemplary rather than primary—a situation that Our
Mutual Friend exemplifies. Gilles Deleuze would likely recognize this movement as a
becoming-minor of the protagonist and a becoming-protagonist of the minor character.
Silas Marner reveals the kernel of this structure in its tightly paralleled tales of Godfrey
Cass and Silas Marner, while a delirious repetition of narrative marks The Moonstone,
pushing its realism to a formal limit. By contrast, The Way We Live Now avoids formal
innovation, constructing a narrative from nearly pure thematic resonance as book
reviews, paper 10Us, stocks, dinner tickets, and title deeds circulate across different
milieus as part of a larger social totality. While each chapter focuses on the mechanisms
within a specific text, [ expand on these ideas and their relation to narrative theory in the
dissertation’s conclusion.

In addition to such narrative concerns, my project also traces the confrontation
between mid-Victorian novels and unproductive labor as both the constitutive basis of
mass-market literature and as a potentially disruptive means of creating new social agents
by following the development of immaterial labor as a problem immanent to the content
of these texts as well as to nineteenth century political economy. While Conrad’s
Nostromo describes the involution of economic and linguistic production as central not
just to the novel’s rhetorical and narrative construction but also to the imperial project of
global capitalism itself, Eliot’s Silas Marner returns the project to the middle of the
nineteenth century in order to detail the problems that unproductive labor poses for both
Eliot and nineteenth-century political economy. The central disjunction of Eliot’s work—

that is to say, between her attempts to represent pastoral society and the social separation



of her narration from this pastoral world—appears in this text as an emphasis on material
labor’s role in the consituting a social world even as her literary project reveals its
reliance on the rhetorical construction of sympathy. By contrast, Dickens’s Our Mutual
Friend disseminates the position of the unproductive laborer across a society of impostors
and con-men, which imbricates the production of falseness and fiction. Indeed, Dickens
even goes so far as to use imposture itself to redeem the novel’s tainted characters. The
problematic distance between narrated world and narrator in Eliot becomes in Dickens a
portent of immaterial labor, a near utopic space of falsehood that becomes monstrous
with Bradley Headstone’s murderous impersonation of Riderhood. Collins’s The
Moonstone dislocates the problem of unproductive labor into a new and specifically
linguistic register by shifting the weight of its narrative work onto the novel’s servants.
Here class and narrative labor begin to generate a directly productive social subject: such
labor at once recognizes its economic inscription and tries to imagine a space beyond yet
only manages to find this space in death. Trollope’s The Way We Live Now at once fully
elaborates and dismisses the potential productive power of new social subjects created by
this inchoate notion of immaterial labor as the corrupt financier Augustus Melmotte, the
vapid scribbler Lady Carbury, and the manipulative letterwriter Winifred Hurtle prove to
be productive laborers for British society yet remain unredeemable excesses generated by
social production but inassimilable to society as such. In all the novels that I examine
here, there is a tension between a fantasy of collectivity generated by the power of
rhetorical communication and a terror of the disruptive social agents produced by

immaterial labor, both within the novels and in the labor by which they are formed.

Authorship and Combination: Babbage and an Authors’

Union
In On the Economy of Machinery and Manufactures (1832), Charles Babbage is

mostly interested in explicating the processes and economics of early nineteenth century
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manufacturing. Yet late in the text, there is a curious slippage in Babbage’s attitudes
toward unions or “combinations.” This was itself particularly freighted term given the
rise of large national unions from 1831 to 1834 following the passage of the 1825
Combination Act overturning the Combination Laws of the eighteenth century, passed in
response to Jacobin wage and political agitation in the working class (and these unions
were instrumental in the formation of Chartism) (Briggs 250-251). Babbage draws a
causal link between technological innovation and unionization, in essence building from
David Ricardo’s 1817 argument that improvements in machinery decreased the demand
for labor, which made “the discovery and use of machinery [...] injurious to the laboring
class, as some of their number will be thrown out of employment, and the population will
become redundant compared with the funds which are to employ it” (Ricardo 238). While
Ricardo noted this as an aspect of economic development, Babbage brings out the
political consequences of this economic shift, by noting that “the improvements which
are often made in machinery in consequence of a ‘strike’ amongst the workmen, most
frequently do injury, of a greater or less duration, to that particular class which gave rise
to them” (297).2 Babbage’s attitude toward combinations mixed such economic
observations with a general fear of the multitude. He concedes that “the working classes
[...] have the right, if they consider it expedient, to combine for the purpose of procuring
higher wages” (305) while he conjures a paranoid vision of the mob that led to the
repressive violence of the 1819 Peterloo massacre: “the strong arm of the law, backed, as
in such cases it will always be, by public opinion, should be instantly and unhesitatingly
applied, to prevent them from violating the liberty of a portion or their own, or of any
other class of society” (305). In this, Babbage’s positions in “On Combinations Amongst
Masters or Workmen against Each Other” are unremarkable indications of the liberal
manufacturing class’s view of combinations.

Yet in the following chapter, “On Combinations of Masters against the Public,”

Babbage modifies his position. After a brief survey of the kinds of infrastructure
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monopolies generally held by joint stock companies—water, gas, railroads, docks, and
canals—he puts forward the widely accepted view that such companies should be subject
to restrictions in order to limit price-gouging. In a strange turn, though, Babbage chooses
to explicate the problems of monopoly capitalism by examining the British publishing
industry as a combination of printers, publishers, and booksellers against authors (e.g.
producers) and not readers (e.g. consumers). It is this slippage, and not the choice of
commodities, that is surprising, since Babbage has, throughout the text, used the book to
illustrate different points in his argument. He explains in the preface to the second edition
that “wherever I could, [I] employed as illustrations objects of easy access to the reader;
and, in accordance with that principle, I selected the volume itself” (vi). Indeed, although
his account of the publishing industry has a number of lacunae—including the exclusion
of circulating libraries in the economics of Victorian publishing3—Babbage offers a lucid
account of nineteenth century publishing’s pitfalls from an author’s perspective and
covers the three prevailing methods of author compensation. Writers publishing “on
commission” should beware of printers charging exorbitant paper rates that they would
not charge a publisher (320). Those working under a “half profits” arrangement should
beware of publishers making excess impressions of a book while paying profits on a
smaller run. Finally, those ready to sell their manuscripts outright should reconsider: “he
should by no means sell the copyright” (323).4 Indeed, Babbage’s preferred mode of
publication, if the author “is a reasonable person, possessed of common sense, would be
to go at once to a respectable printer and make his arrangements with him” (322). From
an advocate for the consumers of monopoly goods, Babbage’s use of the publishing
industry shifts his attention to cultural production and leaves consumption to one side.
However, the object of Babbage’s ire is not so much publishers as booksellers,
arguing “that the profit in retailing books is really too large” (327) given that, as an effect
of a seller’s cabal, booksellers “do not advance capital, and incur very little risk” (323).

The inflated profits of the booksellers, Babbage claims, are due to the fact that “some
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time ago a small number of the large London booksellers entered into such a
combination” and “one of their objects was to prevent any bookseller from selling books
for les than ten per cent under the published price” (327). Given the substance of the

previous chapter, Babbage’s proposed solution is rather surprising:

In order to put down the combination of booksellers, no plan
appears so likely to succeed as a counter-association of authors. If
any considerable portion of the literary world were to unite and
form such an association; and its affairs were directed by an active
committee, much might be accomplished. The objects of such an
union should be to employ some person well skilled in the printing,
and in the bookselling trade; and to establish him in some central
situation as their agent. Each member of the association would be
at liberty to place any, or all of his works in the hands of this agent
for sale [...] The duties of the agent would be to retail to the public,
for ready money, copies of books published by members of the
association. [...] Such a union would naturally present other
advantages; and as each author would retain the liberty of putting
any price he might think fit on his productions, the public would
have the advantage of reduction in price produced by competition
between authors on the same subject, as well as of that arising
from a cheaper mode of publishing the volumes sold to them. (331-
32)

Unlike the workmen’s combinations that he opposed, the authors’ union that Babbage
envisions does not attempt to bargain collectively with the retail trade but creates instead
what can only be called a kind of publishing cooperative, printing and retailing the work
of its members in a newly autonomous circuit of literary production. Babbage’s union
attempts to create a collective agent of production large enough not only to oppose the
combination of London’s retail booksellers but to compete with them. Indeed, one might
note, by way of contrast, that working class political economists were also taking stock of
collective constructions of counter-power in the 1830s. For example, John F. Bray
posited in Labour’s Wrongs and Labour’s Remedy (1839) that the construction of
working class joint stock companies would be the easiest first step toward communal
ownership and the establishment of a more just society able to care for the young, elderly,
and infirm, as well as to address issues of unemployment, food production, and standards

of living.
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Babbage, in this brief construction of a collective agent, deploys some useful
rhetorical distinctions. While his discussion of worker unionization appears in “On
Combinations of Masters or Workmen against Each Other,” his author’s union appears as
in response to “Combinations of Masters against the Public.” This classification turns the
writer’s union into a kind of metonymy for the public in general while simultaneously
shading together production and consumption, a movement that binds linguistic
production to a realm of commonality beyond contemporary class distinctions. On the
one hand, Babbage’s imagined union confronts the monopoly conditions in the
publishing industry as an attempt to create effective competition in order to break up the
monopoly—after all, monopolies were understood to be part of an older mode of
production in the mid-nineteenth century. On the other hand, the linkage of linguistic
production not to a particular class interest but to a common public resonates with
contemporary Marxist work on immaterial labor and capital’s attempts to capitalize on a
common and potentially autonomous social intellect (this approach is largely due to
Antonio Negri’s early analysis of the Keynesian planner state as the emergence of
factory-society [cf. Hardt and Negri 1997; Negri 2005]).5 Such labor would have been
understood as unproductive in both Marx and nineteenth century political economy, but,
as Negri asserts, the distinction between productive and unproductive labor operates in
Marx as a political rather than theoretical distinction, one that binds social and economic
class with educational privilege and distance from production (Negri 1991).

Babbage’s view of authorship as a post-class form of production circa 1832 is, of
course, ideological, and the kind of perspective that only someone holding a privileged
class position could easily assume. No laborer seems so fully in control of the means of
production as an immaterial laborer. To temper this view, however, Babbage’s initial
attempts to publish his manuscript, recounted in the preface to the second edition, reveal
in part the potentially antagonistic relation of the worker and the means of (re-)

production. In the first edition, a footnote describes the concerns of some manuscript
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readers that Babbage’s sections on publishing might create trouble from the book trade,
and Babbage opined in reply that “the booksellers are too shrewd a class to supply such
an admirable passport to publicity as their opposition would prove to be if generally

suspected” (333). By contrast, his preface to the second edition details that:

A short time previous to its completion, I thought it right to call
[the publisher’s] attention to the chapter in which the book-trade is
discussed; with the view both of making him acquainted with what
I had stated, and also of availing myself of his knowledge in
correcting any accidental error as to the facts. Mr Fellowes,
‘differing from me entirely respecting the conclusions I had arrived
at,” then declined the publication of the volume. (vii)

Babbage’s prior advice to authors to avoid publishers and hire a printer is prescient given
his final means of publishing, even as it reiterates the mentality of an industrialist
confronted by an antagonistic industry: when the men who control the means of
production thwart you, simply buy (or rent) the means of production. For this reason,
Babbage’s initial construction of an ideal author’s union is perhaps more notable not as a
means of confronting the publishing industry, but as an attempt to imagine the existence
of such rhetorical resistance as a form of collectivity.0

Babbage’s imaginative construction of a collective agent of immaterial production
foreshadows capital’s subsumption of the writer’s seemingly privileged position. By the
1860s, the situation has become more pronounced, not only due to the dominance of
lending libraries like Mudie’s, which expanded fiction’s middle-class audience, but also
because of the emergence of the working class readers of newspapers, periodicals, and
cheap fiction that Wilkie Collins claimed to have first discovered in 1858 and termed “the
unknown public” (16). A number of events in the mid-century period allow for the
realignment of collective agents in social, political, and economic senses. The repeal of
the stamp tax on newspapers in 1855 certainly played a part in this (Best 224). Moreover,
as historian Alexis Weedon notes, the abolition of the paper duty in 1861 mostly aided
the least expensive publications that used the most inexpensive paper available (68).

Combined with industrial innovations such as cylinder printing (Weedon 160), this period
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saw an even more extensive growth of the market for cheap reprints of novels, allowing
George Routlege to begin publishing sixpenny novels in 1867, i.e. at half the cost of his
one-shilling “Railway Library” begun in 1848 (Eliot 51-52). The mid-century period
from 1860-1875 roughly corresponds to the gap between N.N. Feltes account of
Thackeray’s Henry Esmond (1852) and Eliot’s Middlemarch (1870)—that is to say, in
the shift between what Feltes terms the commodity-book, a literary production
determined in its form such as the triple-decker novel, and the commodity-text, a literary
production produced by a professional author able to confront publishers as an
antagonistic means of production. It is hardly a coincidence that rapid growth and a
growing diversity of the marketplace for the printed word appeared during the century’s
second debate over electoral reform for the working classes, the Second Reform Act
(1867), which extended the franchise to the majority of male heads of household.
Moreover, the unrest in Hyde Park surrounding reform that led to Matthew Arnold’s
Culture and Anarchy (1869), marked a turn toward the social necessity of culture. As
Arnold claimed, “Through culture seems to lie our way, not only to perfection, but even
to safety” (180).

Substantial changes in economic production accompanied such social and
political shifts. Terry Eagleton notes that “the social relations of the [literary mode of
production] are in general determined by the social relations of the [general mode of
production]” (50). While I would argue that such shifts are part of a total constellation of
effects and not a pure economic determinism, these changes in literary production and
politics occurred alongside a shift in the economic organization of capitalism as finance
and credit became increasingly collective concerns due to legal changes regarding joint
stock companies and limited liability in the 1862 Companies Act and the 1863
Companies Clauses Act. Substantial work in the history of Victorian finance over the last
twenty years has expanded the scope of any investigation into the effects of finance on

Victorian literature (to name a few works from an ever-expanding field: George Robb’s
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White-Collar Crime in Modern England: Financial Fraud and Business Morality, 1845-
1929, Timothy L. Alborn’s Conceiving Companies: Joint stock Politics in Victorian
England, Margot Finn’s The Character of Credit: Personal Debt in English Culture,
1740-1914, and Nancy Henry and Cannon Schmitt’s collection of essays, Victorian
Investments). While joint stock banks existed prior to this period, their incorporation
slowed significantly after the attempt to regulate them with the Joint Stock Bank Act of
1844 (Robb 57). These restrictions were peeled back by the Limited Liability Act of 1855
and the Joint Stock Company Act of 1856, which marked a return to the laissez-faire
ideology of deregulation. In “Limited Liability, Market Democracy, and the Social
Organization of Production in Mid-Nineenth-Century Britain,” Donna Loftus details the
discussions surrounding limited liability during this period and their use of the concept of
limited liability as a discursive mechanism to bridge the gap between classes in a post-
Chartist Britain, in effect constructing hegemony by folding together the male working
classes with the ownership classes in an imaginary collective agent.

The 1862 Companies Act amalgamated these loosened restrictions and
subsequently opened joint stock companies and limited liability to “all companies
consisting of more than ten persons associated for banking purposes, or of more than
twenty persons associated for the purpose of carrying on any other business” (qtd. in
Digby 5), with exceptions for companies formed under Act of Parliament (e.g. railway
companies), patent letters (previously incorporated joint stock banks), and, for esoteric
reasons, tin mining companies in Cornwall.” Between the extension of limited liability
and the Consolidated Companies Act—roughly 1856 to 1863—over 2,500 new
companies were launched, and another 4,000 appeared in the following six years (Robb
26). Historian David Kynaston described the ensuing period as “a unique decade: capital,
goods, and labour flowed almost unhindered round much of the known world in
unprecedented quantities, the nearest we would ever come to a fully liberal free-trading

system” (167). It should be noted that Kynaston made this claim in 1994, not taking into
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account our recent past, which has aspired to—and reaped the bitter rewards of—the
same expansive attitude toward the self-regulating abilities of the financial markets and
disregard for the ability of corporate entities to police themselves according to neo-
classical notions of self-interest and risk.

It is of no small consequence to the increasingly international tendencies of
capital that the growth of collective agents in the world of finance coincided with this
period of high liberal economic policy. While joint stock companies had previously been
widely incorporated for large-scale infrastructure projects, their blossoming in the 1860s
did not exert hegemonic influence on industry but on finance: 108 banks and finance
companies incorporated in the years immediately following the 1862 act and the financial
crisis of 1866 (Robb 69). Indeed, as Cain and Hopkins note, the British economy after
1850 was not dominated by industrial production as generally believed but rather by the
service sector (113), so that even as Britain began to post negative balances of trade, its
economy saw continued growth in what they term “invisible trade,” e.g. business
services, shipping, and insurance (170). They argue that British imperial and economic
growth are attributable to “gentlemanly capitalism,” a class-conscious form of white-
collar work in the fields of finance, insurance, and shipping, and imperial policy, and that
by the 1850s, Britain’s industrial growth had substantially plateaued, leading to a
situation in which gentlemanly capitalism—the reorganization of production through
collective financial and bureaucratic subjects—became capitalism’s hegemonic form. In
finance, such a shift was due in part to limited liability, where prior to the change
shareholders in joint stock banks would be liable for their entire fortunes should the
banks come into difficulty (Crump 27-28). With this change, the banking industry opened
to speculation, and lead private banker and eventual Chancellor of the Exchequer in the

1890s, George Goschen, to complain:

Joint stock enterprise has been less anxious to invent fancy
branches of commerce, or to find mysterious and recondite sources
of wealth, than to get the highest rates for their capital by lending it
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to foreigners. To satisfy the foreign demand for capital in all its
forms seems to be the leading idea. (qtd. in Kynastion 225)

The growth of international banks in London during the 1860s was matched by a shift in
the bill market begun in the 1850s. Domestic paper drawn on country banks and loaned to
national industrial concerns gave way to “acceptance credits” and other means of
financing international trade (King 182). While the rise of joint stock finance in the 1860s
was followed by an almost immediate crash in 1866, with a bare 16% of companies
weathering the tumult (Robb 71), the groundwork for the creation of larger banks had
been laid as had the extension of branch banking and greater internal organization of
banking assets in place of the domestic bill market (King 273; Quinn 164). Beginning in
1870, foreign banks began to set up branches in London (Quinn 148), in part due to the
London money market’s shift toward international finance, but also because London
served as a safe haven for investment, whether for U.S. investors during the civil war
(Kynaston 217) or for Continental investors during the Franco-Prussian war and its
aftermath (e.g. the Paris Commune, the Risorgimento), and, again, after the collapse of
the Vienna stock exchange in 1873, which inaugurated the long depression that ended the
century.8 As Quinn notes: “by 1877, foreign bank deposits were £107 million or one-fifth
size of all deposits in British commercial banks, and London was even being used to
finance trade that never passed through Britain” (148).

While Karl Marx would note in Capital 3 the extent to which such institutions
were engaged with another form of immaterial production—the production and
distribution of fictitious titles to payment, including stock-shares and bills of exchange—
money as the mechanism of exchange also underwent an important shift during this
period. The Bank of England began to adjust its discount rates with an eye toward
directing market activity, and this series of maneuvers led to the development of
centralized banking practices central to State-planned Keynesian-style capitalism (cf.
Hardt and Negri 1994), as well as late capital’s push for the liberalization of capital

markets in contemporary neo-liberal policies (cf. Harvey 2006). In 1935, financial



19

historian W.T.C. King noted the resonance with this shift in policy and Keynesian
policies:

In a sense, it might be said that the Bank management now does

scientifically what its predecessors of the ‘fifties and ‘sixties were

beginning to do empirically. The fundamental principle of both

policies is the same: the practice of today has evolved directly

from, and is a perfection and refinement of, the earlier period.

(168)
After the liquidity crises of 1857-1858, the Bank began to follow, albeit unconsciously,
the practice of maintaining a discount rate above the market rate as part of its attempt to
realign its relation to the credit markets and to note issue. Importantly, this move also
included suspending discounting facilities in 1858 for bill brokerage firms. The following
discussion provides a brief historicization of this move, but I would first emphasize that
by noting this alignment of the production of fictitious titles, rentier capitalism, and
monetary policy, I am not drawing a simple homology between money as a mechanism
of exchange and language. After all, as the regulation school of Marxist economics
asserts, the central problem of finance in capitalism is the contradiction between money’s
role as a measure of value and as a mechanism of exchange (cf. Harvey 2006; Aglietta).
Fictitious capital tries to overcome a difficulty in exchange, yet when let loose on its own
affects money’s ability to measure value. In contemporary capitalism, where we no
longer follow the gold standard (or not yet, given the increasingly precarious situation of
the petrodollar), this appears via movements of inflation and deflation. Under the gold
standard, the devaluation of fictitious capital would send investors scurrying for gold, and
leave them to hoard the material substance of money precisely because its function as a
measure of value had become in a crisis of more importance than its function as a
mechanism of exchange.

We see a similar contradiction when we turn to language. In fictitious capital,

language is directly money qua exchange mechanism. In immaterial labor, however,

language directly produces value. It is my contention that these two polarities of
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language—medium of exchange and producer of value—are already in tension with one
another in the mid-Victorian novel and its interest in finance. As for the question of
centralized banking, my interest here falls squarely on how the contradiction between
money as measure of value and as mechanism of exchange dislocates itself into a further
means of exploitation. This is what Rosa Luxemburg saw as the necessity of external
markets to capitalist production, and what David Harvey, by taking into account the
emergence of Empire, a headless global capitalism that no longer has an exterior to
plunder, describes as a process of internal disinvestment via monetary policy, austerity
measures, and inflation (Harvey 2005). This discussion thus attempts to redress
literature’s role in constructing the institutional mechanisms necessary to the functioning
of international finance and global capital.

The Bank’s changing relationship to the credit markets came as a final repudiation
to the monetarist perspective that created Peel’s 1844 Bank Act. Monetarist political
economists viewed the Bank of England as a bank like any other that simply also had the
sole legal right to issue bank notes.® With the Bank Act, the Bank was split into two
departments, one devoted to banking, the other to note issue, with notes limited to £15
million and all notes issued in excess to be offset by Bank purchases of gold at a standard
rate of £3 17s 9d (Jevons 116, 222). By separating discount facilities from note issue, the
two departments often acted against one another’s interest during credit crises: gold
reserves drained away from the Bank as investors scrambled to get their hands on money
as the measure of value, while the issue department subsequently recalled notes from
circulation for destruction precisely when acceptable forms of money were most needed
in circulation. The Bank’s schizophrenic relation to its role as lender of last resort has
been well documented, first and foremost by Walter Bagehot, whose polemical Lombard
Street (1873) put forward a number of reforms meant to ensure the Bank’s stability and
mostly focused on its reserve policies. (Indeed, the so-called “Bagehot Rule” of open

lending at high discount rates during a credit crisis has reappeared as a potential solution
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to contemporary credit markets [cf. Rorty].) Without rehearsing the entirety of the Bank’s
history, which is itself bound up with the rise of the British military (cf. Bender), it is
necessary to return to the beginning of the nineteenth century when the Bank suspended
note convertibility from 1797 until 1821. During this period, provincial joint stock banks
came to rely on the Bank to rediscount bills when they found themselves short of cash,
something the Bank was willing to do given its inability to redeem notes for gold.
Rediscounting during a crisis would allow banks to realize bills they had on hand but that
the credit crisis had effectively devalued (i.e. money as a medium of exchange) in
exchange for Bank notes (i.e. money as a measure of value that could also serve as a
medium of exchange). However, when the Bank resumed note convertibility, it halted
rediscounting since it saw no reason to aid its banking competitors (Quinn 65). During
the liquidity crisis of 1825, country banks, accustomed to operating with small reserves
and turning to the Bank for rediscounting facilities, foundered. Those banks that survived
1825 realized that if the Bank was unwilling to act as a lender of last resort, they would
have to keep larger reserves on hand, something they had been loathe to do before as it
kept down shareholder profits (King 37).

In 1830, the Bank decided to extend rediscount facilities once more, but not to
joint stock banks. Instead, they offered rediscount facilities to other discount firms, e.g.
companies dedicated to the buying and selling of bills of exchange at discount, with
London’s oldest and foremost being Overend, Gurney, and Co.!9 Such a move placed the
Bank in the position of lender of last resort while obscuring its role in the marketplace.
Bill brokers used their access to the Bank’s rediscounting facilities to mediate liquidity
for Britain’s banks through the widespread use of “call loans,” in which discount firms
accepted large deposits from banks that would be available for the banks at “call” while
earning interest for the banks (King 48). Eager to increase their profitability, banks
deposited their reserves, and brokers used the influx of cash to purchase bills as they saw

fit while repaying call loans when necessary by cashing out short-term bills and relatively
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stable investments like Consols, and rediscounting bills at the Bank of England. By the
1850s, this arrangement had created what W.T.C. King termed a system of “excessive
rediscounting, incautious granting of acceptance credits, and reckless creation of
accommodation bills” [foreign loans] (182). Indeed, the entire system depended upon the
functionality of the credit system, since a disruption of credit would effectively eliminate
all of Britain’s banking reserves. The joint stock banks that engaged in such speculations
did not keep any reserves on hand, having deposited them at “call,” while the brokers,
though ostensibly flush with readily sold bills, “kept no reserve at all” (183).

When financial turmoil in the U.S. led to a series of liquidity crises in Britain, this
system of over-speculation and little cash reserves forced the Bank of England to suspend
the Bank Act in 1857 and 1858 in order to ease the perception of a liquidity crisis.!
Determined to limit access to easy credit, the Bank cut off rediscounting facilities to bill
brokerages in 1858, which created a situation of deep animosity between the Bank and
the bill brokers. As King noted, the following years “were marked by a pronounced lack
of co-operation between the Bank [of England] and the bill brokers™” (215), which often
took the form of direct conflict between monetary forms, with the bill brokers trying to
undermine the Bank note as money able to measure value while the Bank pretended to be
indifferent to the function of bills as a mechanisms of exchange. In 1860, Overends
expressed its displeasure with the Bank’s change in policy by organizing the withdrawal
of £1.65 million in £1000 notes over the course of a single day in an attempt to drain the
bank of its reserves, and force the institution to change its discount policy (King 213).
The Bank’s Governors were unswayed by Overends’ threats or their subsequent action,
and Overends apologetically returned the notes the next day. Kynaston surmises that their
contrition “may have been affected by the imminence of a parliamentary question to be
asked on the subject of the sharp drop in the Bank’s reserve” (201). Whatever the case,

the incident left ill will between the Bank and Overends, whose recent generational shift
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in management with the retirement and deaths of the firm’s Quaker founders had changed
the ethos of the organization (King 246-247).12

In 1865, Overends incorporated as a limited liability company in an attempt to
recapitalize the firm, limit its liabilitys, and sell off its bad assets. However, as its
stockholders noted in their post-bankruptcy lawsuit, the firm’s prospectus made no
mention of these liabilities. In May 1866, the overextended Overends found itself unable
to raise enough cash for its daily operations, and, after the Bank refused to intercede, the
house smashed. Overends’s crash set off a liquidity crisis that again necessitated the
suspension of the Bank Act. George Robb called the ensuing crisis “a watershed for the
English banking community” (71), with the world of British banking significantly
slimmed by bankruptcy.!3 Interestingly enough, this also affected the publishing
industry, bankrupting a number of publishing firms and slowing the expansion of
inexpensive print culture until the mid-1870s, when it began an expansion that continued
through the end of the century (Weedon 158). The Bank’s policy shifted again in the
wake of this crisis, as it made available rediscounting facilities to banks in times of crises
(Quinn 167), and the void left by Britain’s oldest discount house was largely filled by the
National Discount Co., a joint stock house created in the wake of the Companies Act, and
about ten other firms formed after the demise of the House on the Corner. The evolution
of the Bank’s monetary policy was and is a policy aimed at keeping credit and capital
moving through complex institutions that, from the time of such a policy’s inception,
were conceived of and acted as collective subjects with various degrees of agency in the

world market.

Literature and Economics: Victorian Studies, Critical

Theory, and the Retreat of Marxism

My project takes up the effects of such increasingly dematerialized social agency

on the novel’s attempts to construct different figures for collective will. These social
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subjects appear juxtaposed with financial forms of collective agency as well as with
political economic attempts to theorize such agents. Indeed, the collective subjects
constructed by Victorian fiction tend to be elicited in contrast to existent figures of
cooperative endeavor and the diffusion of social connections through representational
mechanisms like bills of exchange, cheques, and joint stock company shares. My work
here tries to bridge the historical, discursive, and theoretical approaches that mark the
discipline’s attempts to read the intersection of the literary and the economic. Victorian
studies often seem split between the historical and the discursive. New Historicist critics
craft discursive readings of literary texts alongside political economic texts to draw
conclusions about particular epistemic constructions in which the literary, economic, and
social flow across a single plane. Catherine Gallagher’s The Body Economic (2006)
exemplifies this approach as she tracks historical articulations of value and its relation to
life by examining different modes of political economy and literary production. Using
Malthus to guide her readings, Gallagher maintains a Malthusian emphasis on the body
and life by focusing on food and sex, tracing two divergent strains through the
development of economics and literature: one focused on the limits of earthly production,
the other on the limitlessness of humanity’s urge to reproduce. Gallagher’s subsequent
discursive history of economics uses these two tendencies in Malthus to follow the shift
from political economy’s a focus on production, which she terms “bioeconomics” for its
emphasis on the body, to marginal utility theory’s focus on consumption, which she
terms “‘somaeconomics” while reclaming a subset of political economic thought that
reaches back to J.R. McCulloch.!4 In a similar vein, Regina Gagnier’s The Insatiability
of Human Wants (2000) examines the epistemic intersection of Victorian aesthetics and
marginal utility theory in order to argue that “literary and cultural critics may make a
particular contribution to economic knowledge by showing how people come to ‘choose’
what they do, by showing how tastes and choices develop and, just as important, are

constrained” (10).15 Gagnier begins with Walter Pater’s aesthetics and traces the
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discursive diagram of the fin de si¢cle via the non-productive aspects of [’art pour [’art,
marginal utility economics, and non-productive sexuality.

However, a growing number of critics, in response to the critical hegemony of
New Historicism in literary studies, are working from a perspective that can perhaps best
be described as post-Foucauldian cultural studies, combining sociological and historical
approaches to illustrate the production, dissemination, and consumption of texts.
Although Mary Poovey’s earlier Making of a Social Body: British Cultural Formation
1830-1864 (1995) operates within the paradigm of discursive analysis, Poovey’s recent
Genres of the Credit Economy (2008) exemplifies this turn away from discourse analysis
in her examination of the construction of multiple literary and economic genres of writing
and their methods for ensuring the specificity of such work by determinate exclusions.
Arguing that literary writers tried to create a notion of /iterary value via style, that is to
say by privileging the connotative over the denotative function of language (306), Poovey
brings forward the machinations by which literary writers tried to generate a specifically
literary value. While Poovey’s reading resonates with my focus on the changing nature of
unproductive and immaterial labor in the nineteenth-century novel, Poovey’s focus is
squarely institutional: how did literature take on its specific disciplinary forms, and what
is the relation of such a disciplinary form to the economic? Alongside the creation of
literary value, Poovey considers the angst of literary writers confronted by Collins’s
aforementioned “unknown public” of some three million working-class readers (309).
Literary value, Poovey argues, is a concept created by the literary community itself in
attempt not only to dictate the content of reading but the very mode of reading itself.16
Two recent works gesture toward the changed critical emphasis that Poovey displays.
Claudia Klaver’s A/Moral Economics is influenced by Poovey and emphasizes the
discursive construction of the social using popularizations of political economy in the
nineteenth century and their subsequent reification of notions of the social (what she

terms “a Foucauldian reading of this quintessentially Marxist moment of theoretical



26

reification and mystification” [xvii]). On the other hand, Boris Knezevic turns toward
literature’s engagement with finance capital as an imaginative figure in novels of the
1840s and 1850s, leading to a project that is more Bordieu than Foucault—an
achievement in itself given the field—and that takes into account the economics of
literary production while focusing primarily on the historical period as determined by
Cain and Hopkins’s “gentlemanly capitalism,” often in the figure of the bourgeois
rentier.1”

In general, however, both ends of the critical spectrum focus on the construction
of the novel as mechanism for modeling the emergence of a subject appropriate to market
society. Catherine Gallagher’s Nobody’s Story: The Vanishing Acts of Women Writers in
the Marketplace, 1670-1820 (1994) examined the emergence of the novel as a
construction premised on exchange, debt, and the Nobody of an emerging capitalist
market—which led in turn, however obliquely, to her discursive examination of political
economy. In a similar vein, Deidre Shauna Lynch’s The Economy of Character: Novels,
Market Culture, and the Business of Inner Meaning (1998) argues that novelistic
interiority in the eighteenth century novel acts as a method of social identification meant
to preclude certain forms of popular social identification. Regina Gagnier’s work takes up
this thread at the fin-de-siecle as a question of the subjectivity constructed by marginal
utility theory, Paterian aesthetics, and finance capital. The recurrent thread in these
studies is the construction of a consuming subject able to navigate the marketplace—the
emergence of the middle-class consumer. It seems almost inevitable, then, that these
studies often return to the question of the construction of the literary as an academic
discipline, even if the narcissism of the construction—where do subjects like us, novel
readers, come from?—grows out of a sense that novelistic discourse is itself an invasive
disciplinary construction, as John Bender (1987) and D.A. Miller (1988) have argued.
Mary Poovey’s claim that fiction simultaneously used and marginalized financial

concerns to naturalize economic behavior while differentiating the literary from the
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economic (Poovey 2008, 124) at least has the merit of allowing multiple subjective forms
to appear. The construction of a capitalist subject was not a certain or accomplished fact
at this date, nor is it today.

For this reason, the studied avoidance of Marxian discourse in the field has
become a glaring lacuna.!8 The editors of the recent collection Victorian Investments
reject Jonathan Rose’s label of “capitalist criticism” because they claim that the analyses

of their contributors

make the inequities and inhumanity of the system they examine
central to their analyses, but like Rose we do recognize the
emergence of an approach to the Victorian economy at once more
wide-ranging and more fine-grained than those version of Marxist
critique focused on industrialism have fostered (2).

It 1s difficult to agree with such an assessment of the usefulness of Marxist theory,
especially this attempt to equivocate Marxist critique and industry. Work by
contemporary Marxists on immaterial labor, general intellect, and social production have
reached beyond such limited notions of labor for at least thirty years (Autonomia 2007,
Virno and Hardt 1996; Negri 1977, 2008; Virno 2004; Hardt and Negri 1994, 2000,
2004). Moreover, as [ will argue at length below, any attempt to address the inequities
and inhumanity of capitalism that fails to take into account the Marxist critique threatens
to fall into the kinds of apolitcal ethical questions that mark the turn toward consensus
democracy and a poorly understood notion of human rights to which a broad range of
critiques in contemporary critical theory give the lie (Agamben 1991, 1997; Badiou 2001,
2005; Deleuze & Guattari 1991; Ranciere 1999).

Yet it is easy to understand the urge to avoid Marx in the context both of
Victorian studies and economic thought. English departments have long been considered
the last bastion of Marxism. The economist Deirdre McCloskey is reputed to have said, in
English departments, knowledge of economics begins and ends with Marx. Moreover, the
prevailing penchant of modern academic economics to excommunicate heterodox

thought has long kept Marxian economics—and as recently demonstrated even once
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widely accepted Keynesian economics—far outside the neoclassical mainstream.!® By
way of contrast, one should note that prior to the rise of efficient market purists in
economics and finance, Keynesian and heterodox economists like Pierro Sraffa and Joan
Robinson read Marx in light of Keynes, and considered Marx’s macroeconomic approach
and theory of demand as bearing upon Keynes’s theories of effective demand,
unemployment, and inducement to invest as much as earlier attempts to refute Say’s law
by Malthus and Chalmers.20 Moreover, the explosion of French critical theory texts in
the aftermath of May ’68 and through the 1970s muddied the waters with economic
critiques barely grounded in Marx, let alone contemporary economic thought, including
Deleuze and Guattari’s Capital and Schizophrenia series (1972; 1980), Jean-Francios
Lyotard’s Libidinal Economy (1974) and The Differend (1983), Jean Baudrillard’s For a
Critique of the Political Economy of the Sign (1972) and The Mirror of Production
(1973), and Jacques Derrida’s Given Time: I. Counterfeit Money (1979). While at times
insightful, these responses are culturally specific to the rigidity of the French Communist
party, its indifference to the student movement, as well as political and philosophical
questions concerning the role of the party and Stalinist diamat (dialectical materialism).
By bringing forward libidinal/desiring production, these texts critique a Marxist-
Leninism still fraught with the process of de-Stalinization and its uncertain future. The
question of a realm prior to or outside of capitalism weaves through these texts in a
variety of forms, from Baudrillard’s attempts to describe a “gift economy” outside of
capitalist exchange to Lyotard’s pre-existent “libido” or Deleuze and Guattari’s
“desire.”2! Such responses were more a philosophical counter-argument to the hegemony
of the Hegelian dialectic in Marxist thought than a flat rebuke of Marx, and seem largely
attempts to move beyond Hegelian mediation, a position that Gilles Deleuze perhaps
expressed in its strongest form as a philosophical interest in “firstness,” a term borrowed
from American philosopher C.S. Peirce, and is perhaps more recognizable as the

“singularity” that Lyotard argues political economy elides. In Deleuze’s work with Felix
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Guattari, “desire” acts as a name for firstness, the potential to relate (as opposed to
secondness, the realm of relations, and thirdness interpretation of relations), and it
operates on a plane of immanence prior to the differentiation of life and death. Desire is
in effect a Spinozist notion of positive being that stands in contrast to the negativity at the
heart of the Hegelian dialectic.22 While Deleuze’s philosophy—which Lyotard both
critiques and extends—theorized firstness as an intensive expressivity (Deleuze 1968,
228-232), in Anti-Oedipus this idea became a “desiring-flow” that enters into a series of a
machinic relations, e.g. secondness (Deleuze and Guattari 1972). In its emphasis on the
productivity of desire, use-value and consumption come forward as potentially excessive
forces that tend toward a delirium of connectivity with otherness and an expression of
irreducible singularity.23 It also represents an attempt to reveal the ignored base, the
desiring multitude overlooked by a Marxism focused on production, the Party, and the
industrial proletariat.

By contrast, one might argue that the work of Jacques Derrida is an attempt to
think through in different form the consequences of Hegelian negativity. For this reason,
Derrida’s relation to Marxism could be seen to be full of promise as a means of
considering the excluded or to be beside the point given its indifference to perspective or
the composition of new subjects (i.e. class composition, a critique recently made by Negri
[Casarino et. al. 87]). Derrida’s early engagement with gift economies in Given Time, a
seminar convened in the late 1970s, reveals that when the standard Derridean move of
uncovering a trace of the unrepresented in a discursive construct is applied to economics,
it becomes an inevitable state of indebtedness. Derrida’s subsequent deconstruction of the
gift economy marks the impossibility of a gift outside reciprocity even as the notion of
the gift is retained as a kind of ideality, a situation that he compares to Lacan’s notion of
love—that which is given by someone who doesn’t have it.24 In this respect, it may be
useful to consider that the works of Baudrillard, Lyotard, and Deleuze and Guattari

appeared in the late 1960s and early 1970s, while Derrida’s critique of the gift economy
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appears almost ten years later at the beginning of the neoliberal era.25 In the interim
period, Richard Nixon had opted out of the Bretton Woods system, the U.S. economy
shifted toward financialization with petrodollars, and there was an increased drive to
liberalize trade, policies that Thatcher and Reagan brought to prominence while
beginning the dismantling of the welfare state (cf. Harvey 2005). Perhaps this is why
Derrida’s work seems little more than a meditation on the inescapable state of free market
capitalism, and his conclusion, such as it is, creates a broad homology between exchange
and capitalist exchange.

With the fall of the Soviet Union, Derrida found a historical moment for
deconstruction to reply to Marx in an extended lecture at the University of California at
Riverside, later published as Specters of Marx (1992). Here the Lacanian notion of love
was replaced by a quasi-religious messianism, and Marx becomes little more than the
promise of a different path deferred to an apocalyptic horizon.26 A host of alternately
barbed or generous critiques of Derrida’s work appeared—many collected in Ghostly
Demarcations (1995)—but Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak’s critique, published in
Diacritics, is perhaps the most pointed (barring Terry Eagleton’s dismissive savaging of
the argument). For Spivak, Derrida’s response to Marx is indifferent to the content of
Marx’s thought. Derrida’s series of rhetorical deconstructions only demonstrate his lack
of awareness of Marx’s development over time—Derrida expends much energy on
Marx’s work pre-Capital—and a general disinterest in the difference between the
production and distribution of surplus-value, and that between industrial and finance
capital (Spivak 1995). Such indifference, I would argue, was already apparent in Given
Time, and is largely an effect of what Alain Badiou has properly labelled Derrida’s
sophistry: “Philosophy is always the breaking of a mirror. This mirror is the surface of
language, onto which the sophist reduces all the things that philosophy treats in its act. If
the philosopher sets his gaze solely on this surface, his double, the sophist, will emerge,

and he may take himself to be one” (Badiou 2008, 25). This is not to say that sophistry
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cannot offer useful critiques of totalizing systems, but in the case of Derrida, even the
very insights that such deconstructive sophistry might lead to when applied to Marx—e.g.
a consideration of what capital excludes, as in Spivak’s work—are nowhere to be found
in Specters. This is what Spivak finds so distressing about Derrida’s attempt to engage
Marx, and it is largely why I have found little if any recourse to Derridacan thought
throughout the dissertation.

Given the changed economic and political environment, however, these
increasingly hermetic theoretical skirmishes in Marxist and post-structural thought
following the end of the Soviet Union seem more and more removed from reality. As the
mere existence of Derrida’s Specters attests, the environment made it increasingly easy to
declare Marx’s work a historical remainder, and the continued discussion of Derrida’s
intervention—rather than Marx’s actual work—only serve to confirm such declarations.
As Marxism’s hegemony in literary studies waned, a growing desire for work on
economics and literature to be accepted by academic economists led to studies with a
tortured relationship with Marx. Deirdre McCloskey’s rhetorical interventions in
economics in The Rhetoric of Economics (1985) marked the beginning of this
rapprochement between literary critical theory and economics with a surprisingly simple
argument drawn from poststructuralist critique: economists use language to convince one
another, and this language should be subject to examination in order to reveal
problematic assumptions within the arguments themselves. Yet while McCloskey
introduced the problem of language into economic discussions, this appearance of an
anti-foundationalist economic critique did not concern the content of economic theory so
much as the problematic assumptions that appear given its linguistic construction
(Browne & Quinn 1994). Indeed, the application of anti-foundationalist/poststructuralist
thought to economics should not be mistaken for a continuation of Marxist-inspired work
by other means. The “mere” anti-foundationalism of McCloskey, which can note

metaphoric exchange and a decentered subject without making such decentering a
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fundamental aspect of economic theory, may have seemed maddening to Browne and
Quinn in 1994, but trends in behavioral economics like the multiple-selves model or the
development of concepts like reference points and framing devices indicate economics’
ability to embrace poststructural thought without taking on any particular political
awareness (Wilkinson 2008).27 While it is certainly necessary to be aware of trends in
economic thought, the generally homogenous nature of economics as a discipline means
that a closer relationship between the literary critic and the economist will likely not lead
to the proliferation of ideas but rather to their limitation.28

Even so, the attention to language in economics resonated with the general thrust
of the popularized Derridean deconstruction of literary studies, as well as the nebulous
French critique of Marx, and led to the work of Jean-Joseph Goux (Goux 1990) and Marc
Shell (Shell 1977; Shell 1980) on the relation of money and language as mechanisms of
exchange that at once question the construction of a general equivalent while raising it to
a kind of ontological status. Such indifference to the production of value fit nicely into
the New Historicist critical paradigm and allowed literary critics to address the inter-
changes of metaphoric construction between discourses, including a focus on discursive
histories of political economy and its rapport with literary production and consumption.
Indeed, these manuevers had their own unique institutional value since economics has
remained relatively indifferent to the history of its development, and this allowed literary
critics to extend their work in an interdisciplinary fashion without much of a challenge
from the discipline being “inter”-ed.29 This is the context of the work of Gallagher,
Poovey, Gagnier, Klaver, and Knezevic, as well as Deirdre Lynch and Gordon Bigelow.
This is not to dismiss the importance of such work, but to note the history surrounding its
appearance. For example, Gagnier’s work with John Dupré certainly helps to reorient our
understanding of the economic by returning with empirical precision to its beginnings as

a counter to the vague gestures of the French philosophically Marxist “economics.” Yet



33

such work also has an institutional and discursive history that is certainly marked by the
deep incursion of free market ideology in contemporary consciousness.

Yet Marx remains unavoidably present even in the background of literary studies’
engagement with economics. Catherine Gallagher’s The Body Economic uses Malthus’s
attempt to refute Say’s law in his Principles of Political Economy in order to trace a pre-
history of Keynesian effective demand.30 Since the concept of effective demand has been
out of fashion with supply-side economists for the last thirty years who essentially took
Say’s law as given, this initial resistance becomes for Gallagher a countervailing
economic force for her discursive history that points toward Marx via Keynes without
any of Marx’s baggage. As Joan Robinson notes, Marx’s work “provides the elements of
a theory of effective demand” (43), which she claims was blocked by his commitment to
the crisis theory of the falling rate of profit. Similarly, Poovey’s use of popular economic
literature in England allows her to omit Marx while turning her attention to John F. Bray,
a working class economist who formulated concepts of surplus-value and irrational
exchange prior to Marx, and whom Marx discusses at length in The Poverty of
Philosophy (74-82) and the Grundrisse (136, 303, 560, 805, 871). Yet Poovey’s interest
in Bray centers not on his relentless focus on surplus-value, the inequality of capitalist
exchange, or joint stock companies as counter-powers for the working class, but rather
for his brief attempt to formulate a different means of distributing value through
representation (Poovey 213-218), a problem that in different form appears as the heart of
Marx’s critique of the commodity form and the relative autonomy of money. Marx haunts
these texts in footnotes where he comments from afar on primary sources, reduced to an
observer from a counter-historical period that is simply too problematic to broach. Worse
still, where he has not been omitted, he has been lumped into classical political economy
for his use of the labor theory of value. When Regina Gagnier makes this claim (3), it
carries echoes of Michel Foucault’s derivation of Marx’s critique of political economy

from the same epistemic construction as Ricardian political economy in The Order of
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Things (260-262). Even though Foucault writes that “Marxism exists in nineteenth
century thought like a fish in water” (262), it seems fair to say that Foucault was not
indifferent to Marxist critique and would at least admit that Marx’s work opens up what
Deleuze, Foucault’s friend and contemporary, would call a plane of consistency, one in
which the concepts of political economy are rearticulated in a new fashion, one that
dislocates the concepts of classical political economy into terrain that would not be
approached by economists until they were confronted by the potential downfall of capital
in practice with the crisis of 1929. Indeed, it is certainly possible to critique Marx’s
conception of surplus-value in light of British marginal utility theory’s more ephemeral
notion of value as desire, which Deleuze and Guattari playfully take up in “The
Apparatus of Capture” section of A Thousand Plateaus even while maintaining an
emphasis on the primacy of the productive class and Marx’s description of the
exchange’s derivation as a system that occurs between cultures, not within a culture. Yet
such dismissal not only overlooks the continuing usefulness of Marx’s critique of
attempts to derive price, profit, and interest rates from an impersonal market in Capital 3,
or his groundbreaking macro-economic approach to the different departments of
production picked up by Keynes and his followers in Capital 2, but also completely
misses Marx’s attempts in the Grundrisse and Capital to grapple with the creation of
surplus-value beyond the labor theory of value.31 If one takes seriously attempts to
redefine the Victorian era as one of financial and bureaucratic reorganization rather than
an increase in industrial capacity, then it is necessary to move beyond conceptions of
Marx as yet another political economist and to attempt to understand his unique
contribution to the analysis of society’s reorganization by economic demands both in
terms of material production and in immaterial social production of knowledge itself. My
project acts with an eye on this gap in the understanding of Marx.

Although Marx is often considered a theorist of industrial production, this is a

gross oversimplification of a body of work that examines the increased power of the
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social world that capital’s reorganization of production amplifies and feeds upon. It is the
social relation that matters in determining whether labor is productive or unproductive,

and this position led Marx to note in volume one of Theories of Surplus Value that

these definitions are therefore not derived from the material
characteristics of labour [...] but from the definite social form, the
social relations of production, within which the labour is realised.
An actor, for example, or even a clown, according to this
definition, is a productive labourer if he works in the service of a
capitalist (an entrepreneur) to whom he returns more labour than
he receives from him in the form of wages; while a jobbing tailor
who comes to the capitalist’s house and pathes his trousers for him,
producing a mere use-value for him, is an unproductive labourer.
(157)

Indeed, Marx’s tendency to reject service labor as unproductive throughout Capital (as
well as later in this chapter of Theories) depends upon this simple differentiation of
labor’s exchange with capital and revenue. One form of labor produces surplus value, the
other does not. When Marx later cuts service labor from his presentation, the move is of a
piece with Smith’s decision to exclude service labor because, as Marx notes, “if he
included it, this would open the floodgates for false pretensions to the title of productive
labor” (172). Thus it is far simpler rhetorically to equate productive labor with labor that
produces commodities, a situation that explains why Marx’s usage of “unproductive
labor” often seems of a piece with Smith’s categorization. Moreover, it is useful to note
an important lacuna in Marx’s view not just of unproductive labor but of its role with
capital’s subsumption of society. Unproductive labor here largely refers to personal
servants, and when Marx imagines that “capital conquers the whole of production [...] it
is clear that the unproductive labourers, those whose services are directly exchanged
against revenue, will for the most part be performing only personal services” (159).
Marx’s work here is at once aware of capital’s ability to exploit service labor to
productive ends, yet oblivious to the possibility that capital’s subsumption of society
would lead to the subsumption of personal services as the object of capitalist

development. One need only think of the growth of working class holiday towns like
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Blackpool during the latter half of the century to realize how wrong this instinct was (cf.
Bennett).

For this reason, it is important to return to Marx’s work on the creation of surplus
value. Marx’s central insight regarding surplus value’s production was that it did not
simply consist of the extraction of a surplus amount of labor time (i.e. absolute surplus-
value) but could also consist of the extraction of surplus labor through technological
innovation (i.e. relative surplus-value). Regimes of accumulation that focus on relative
rather than absolute surplus value are known as intensive regimes, rather than the
extensive regimes of absolute surplus value. Marx approaches the problem of
unproductive labor following this line of thought, and he saw that the shift from absolute
to relative surplus value in the development of capitalist production did not form its
absolute horizon. Rather he identified at least two immediately apparent forms of
intensive accumulation. In Capital 1, he discusses the production of a deskilled
proletariat stripped of any laboring specifity, and given a degraded supervisory role
controlling of machinic production (493-639). However, in the Grundrisse, Marx reveals
the degree to which the concentration of productive power in technology shifts the basis
of wealth’s production from labor to knowledge (704), and how in the process capital
reclaims certain forms of unproductive labor as part of the production process. It is
Marx’s engagement with the potential direct productivity of knowledge that most informs
my project. In the Grundrisse, Marx argues that the reorganization of production operated
by a shift toward the production of relative surplus-value undermines the labor theory of
value: “the theft of alien labour time, on which the present wealth is based, appears a
miserable foundation in the face of this new one, created by large-scale industry itself”
(Marx 1973, 705).32 In the face of a continually diminishing quantity of surplus value
derived from an increasingly marginal quantity of labor time, capital begins to rely on the
increased productivity of machinery. On the one hand, the production of fixed capital—

e.g. technology, machinery, and scientific improvements in production—becomes an end
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in itself (710). On the other hand, the time set free by improvements in fixed capital—
“disposable time” (708)—becomes wealth’s measure as humanity becomes the ultimate

form of fixed capital. I reproduce here the epigraph from Marx above:

Free time—which is both idle time and time for higher activity—
has naturally transformed its possessor into a different subject, and
he then enters into the direct production process as this different
subject. This process is then both discipline, as regards the human
being in the process of becoming; and at the same time, practice,
experimental science, materially creative and objectifying science,
as regards the human being who has become, in whose head exists
the accumulated knowledge of society. (712)

Marx at once posits the ability of workers to reappropriate their free time as part of a
potential revolutionary process and as a means of continuing capitalist production beyond
the realm of labor into the instrumentalization of social free time.

This section of the Grundrisse, known as the “Fragment on Machines,” opens a
path for the theorization of cultural production that differs significantly from the
Frankfurt school’s critique of the culture industry and free time. This mode of critique,
perhaps best characterized as the critique of alienation, is often considered “Marxist” in
contemporary criticism, yet it displays little in the way of a Marxist engagement with
either the production of capital or social relations.33 When Theodor Adorno initially
approached the question of free time in Minima Moralia (1951), he sees it as a kind of
instrumentalized caesura in the cycle of work time, a space of boredom that is “the
complement of alienated labour, being the experience of antithetically ‘free time,’
whether because this latter is intended only to restore the energy expended or because the
appropriation of alien labour weighs on it like a mortgage” (Adorno 2005, 175). Much
like Marx, in the essay “Free Time” (1966), Adorno traces the conception of free time
back to the increased productivity of fixed capital (Adorno 1991, 188), but Adorno insists
that free time’s instrumentalization by the culture industry ensures that individual use of

such time is inherently unproductive and given over to various forms of “pseudo-
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activity,” which testify to a “misguided spontaneity” (194). Yet in hilarious contrast to

such pseudo-activity, Adorno adds this personal aside:

On the other hand I have been fortunate enough that my job, the
production of philosophical and sociological works and university
teaching, cannot be defined in terms of that strict opposition to free
time, which is demanded by the current razor-sharp division of the
two. [...] If free time really was to become just that state of affairs
in which everyone could enjoy what was once the prerogative of a
few—and compared to feudal society bourgeois society has taken
some steps in this direction—then I would picture it after my own
experience of life outside work, although given different
conditions, this model would in its turn necessarily alter. (189)

Adorno’s failure to reflect on his own experience of free time reveals the manner in
which free time can become generative: as the generation and dissemination of
knowledge and affective capacity. While Adorno’s notion of a well-wrought use of free
time mirrors Marx’s hope that free time’s reappropriation by the worker would give rise
to “the free development of individualities” (Marx 1973, 706)—with a sense, however, of
individualism that is quite alien to the petty bourgeois notion of individuality that inhabits
Adorno’s work—his refusal to consider the idea that capital may be able to
instrumentalize his free time in order to increase the social production of knowledge
reflects a general assumption that not only are the means of production beyond the
worker’s reach but that the knowledge to create the means of production are as well.
Adorno’s indifference to production leads to a view of the worker as abject labor rather
than productive power, and this recourse to abjection remains a significant function of
critical theory to this day.34

By contrast, work by Italian and European Marxists in the 1960s and 1970s used
Marx to elaborate the contradictions of the Fordist mode of production and theorize the
effects of a post-Fordist mode by engaging with the productivity of living labor. While
their use of the Grundrisse during the Soviet era differentiated them from the Soviet-
backed Communist party and its adherence to Capital, this selection served more than an

ideological purpose. Where a Keynesian economist like Joan Robinson could argue from
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Capital that Marx’s use of the law of the tendential falling rate of profit is undercut by
the continual development of knowledge alongside the accumulation of capital (Robinson
38), the “Fragment” revealed that Marx was not only aware of such objections but had
considered them as part of an alternate path for capitalist development.3> Negri’s work in
the late 1970s provides an important hinge between Marxist theory, the French anti-
foundational critique of Soviet-style and party-focused Leninst-Marxism, and the
changed economic, political, and historical circumstances of the late twentieth century.
Building from the philosophical work of Deleuze, Negri reads Marx’s work in the
Grundrisse from a position of immanence—that is to say, insisting that labor and capital
are entwined and operate on a single plane—a maneuver that turned Marxist discourse
away from an often excessively Hegelian understanding of dialectical materialism as well
as the increasingly problematic differentiations of base, superstructure, and ideology.
Louis Althusser’s Lacanian rearticulation of Marx had nuanced these distinctions without
rendering them dynamic.36 This assumption of immanence brought the productive
desiring nature of the proletariat into a position of primacy able to confront the
productivity of capital directly as well as the potential development of capitalist
production in excess of fixed capital. Capital thus moves from its central position of
productivity and recomposition to become an apparatus of capture able to appropriate the
productivity of the working classes.37

Negri turns Deleuze’s emphasis on desire’s productivity and its potential to
overflow as a delirtum of consumption into the basis for new collective subjects
constituted through the interaction of desire and exteriority. In his reading of the
“Fragment on Machines,” Negri uses Marx’s reading of the inverted relation between
fixed capital and labor power to bring out the changed nature of collective production and
its effects on the working classes themselves: “the compression of necessary individual
labor is the expansion of necessary collective labor and it constructs a ‘social individual,’

capable not only of producing but also of enjoying the wealth produced” (Negri 1991,
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145). The emphasis on enjoyment is central to Negri’s argument, and perhaps more
revolutionary in impulse than it is descriptive. Social individuals created by capital’s ever
increasing expansion of necessary collective labor are not simply productive automata
attached to fixed capital but new collective subjects with the capacity to enjoy the wealth
they produce. That is to say, new political engagements become possible when workers
seize the free time technological innovations in production make possible by increasing
the productive capacity of society in general, a situation that the unemployed Italian
youth demonstrated during the autonomia period (or in the twenty-first century, the
ability to constitute new collective political agents via technology, itself the product of
increased social knowledge). The focus on free time and desire reveals a vision of the law
of surplus-value overturned. Labor time not only ceases to be a substantive measure of
value for workers or for capitalists but its refusal becomes the perspective of the worker:
“Non-work, the refusal of work becomes the worker’s point of view, the basis from
which the law of value can be inverted and the law of surplus-value reinterpreted” (Negri
1991, 148). In Italy, the refusal of work began to supplant wage agitation and became a
new demand for workers as direct confrontations between the workers and the Italian
state gave way to localized attempts to create independently controlled spaces in light of
the failures of the welfare state (Castellano et. al. 1996).

Negri’s reading of Marx grew out of the failures of the welfare state during the
1970s (which also led to the emergence of Chicago-school economics). Negri’s work on
the relation between the working class and the State grows out of his early engagement
with Hegel’s philosophy of right and the State (cf. Casarino 2008). Negri argued that
capitalism recognized the working class as a political economic problem under the name
of “effective demand.” While Keynesian economics tried to redress inequities through
state intervention, this move simultaneously revealed that “capital is now obliged to
move to the social organization of that despotism, to diffuse the organization of

exploitation throughout society, in the new form of a planning-based State that—in the
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particular way in which it articulates organization and repression throughout society—
directly reproduces the figure of the factory” (Hardt and Negri 1994, 45). Yet as the State
increasingly binds capital’s effectivity to the rate of interest in an attempt to control
unemployment, the conjunction of the State and capital focused on controlling labor leads
to both capitalist stagnation and worker resistance. The Regulation School provides
useful economic corollaries to the work of the Italian Marxists. Michel Aglietta describes
the crisis of Fordism as the increased inability for the state to mediate the inequities
between capital and labor. David Harvey, in his work on neoliberalism, points out that
the recession of the 1970s changed the Federal Reserve’s understanding of interest rates:
the Fed became indifferent to unemployment and focused instead on controlling inflation
(Harvey 2005). The refusal of work and the appropriation of free time in the 1970s Italian
autonomia movement advocated for worker mobility beyond the factory, but
simultaneously led to the flexible and undermined position of labor in post-Fordist
production. Paolo Virno notes in “Do You Remember Counterrevolution?” that although
autonomia saw the refusal of work as a means of “social aggregation and a point of
strength” (244) by extending class composition beyond factory labor, this revelation of
physical labor’s antieconomic character in highly automized production simultaneously
opened the way for capital to recompose production in terms of a discontinuous labor
process. It is the discontinuity of the labor process that marks contemporary capital as
post-Fordist. Capital, in its ability to enfold non-work time and non-work spaces into
production, not only manages to include new demands within production but to capture
the increased value made possible by collective labor, including the collective production
of knowledge and services necessary not simply to the creation of fixed capital but to the
production of social relations as such.

Thus while the planner state provided the initial impetus for a theorization of
collective production, it is the instrumentalization of the social in late capital that led the

autonomia movement to focus on the valorization of “immaterial labor,” the production
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of knowledge, language, or affect which classical political economy would have called
unproductive labor (Virno and Hardt 1996; Hardt and Negri 2000, 2004; Negri 2008;
Casarino and Negri 2008; Virno 2004; Virno 2008). The shift toward immaterial labor as
the hegemonic form of production centers on Marx’s notion of humanity become fixed
capital through the instrumentalization of society’s general intellect. Negri’s work with
Michael Hardt expands the concepts of the autonomia movement—most especially the
real subsumption of society by capitalist production—to global capitalism, designating
the post-imperial capitalist subject Empire and the autonomous collective subject of labor
multitude. Unlike Adorno’s rigid adherence to the distantiation of human productive
capacity from the means of production, Negri’s work ensures that the direct productivity
of social relations in post-Fordism through the manipulation of language, signs, and
affect are in and of themselves expressive of a productive desiring capacity beyond
capital as well as a means of reproducing and increasing the increasingly social means of
production.

Negri views the developments of postmodern capital as a movement from an
expressive subject with its own firstness (i.e. a heterogenous series that operates as part of
a unique synthesis), and what Deleuze and Guattari termed an “apparatus of capture” (i.e.
a secondary or parasitic system [Deleuze and Guattari 1980, 441-442]). Under the regime
of immaterial labor, capital is no longer productive but rather a parasitic apparatus of
capture. One of the central problems with Negri’s work, however, is that it maintains
some aspects of capital’s productivity alongside this radical autonomy of the multitude.
Capital becomes a parasitic force from somewhere beyond, even while both he and
Michael Hardt insist on “immanence.” The utopic production of subjectivity a la Spinoza
does not account for antagonisms within subjective production or the continued
reproduction of capital. It is as though we are already Communists, but we have yet to
recognize it! While Negri’s work introduces the notion of the social individual and the

power of collective production into critical discourse, this deduction of a wholly
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autonomous multitude is problematic.38 In his work with Hardt, this has led to an attempt
to hybridize what they characterize as the poles of modernity (e.g. development) and
antimodernity (e.g. popular/democratic struggle) into an “altermodernity” that combines
the two (the term itself is derived from the French alter-globalization movement) (Hardt
and Negri 2009). The difficulty with their approach is not the somewhat pedestrian
alternative view so much as the contrast between their philosophical descriptions of a
general ontological becoming of multitude and their descriptions of what appear to be
multitudes. Their encounters with the patchwork horizontal networks of groups that band
together to protect common production (groups that have been called “multitude”) reveal
these networks to be local engagements and interventions that do not so much reveal the
multitude engaged in Hardt and Negri’s global struggle for altermodernity as local
interventions of multitudes against general tendencies operated by global capital. The
overreach of this concept of multitude gestures toward a vast alter-class that is in fact
highly variegated and has shown little if any evidence of class-consciousness.

From the Italian perspective, Virno’s work provides a useful contrast to Hardt and
Negri as it highlights a central ambivalence to the construction of multitude. For Virno,
multitude, as the emergent social subject of postmodernity, occupies “a risky state of loss
of equilibirum and a favorable restraint” (Virno 2008, 64). While Virno discusses the
mechanisms by which multitude innovates and creates itself, he does so by focusing on
the phenomenological experience of the immaterial laborer without attempting to
extrapolate ontological claims about the multitude. Sylvére Lotringer notes that Hardt and
Negri create “a struggle looking for a class” while “for Virno it would be just the reverse:
a class looking for a struggle” (16). Negri himself vindicates this view, stating in an
interview that: “[Michael Hardt and I] quickly realized that the real challenge was not to
unveil or reveal the multitude; the point, rather, was to do it, to make it, to produce it”
(Casarino 105). By contrast, Virno is engaged in multitude’s unveiling, describing

immaterial labor’s emotional tonalities (opportunism, cynicism, and fear) as well as its
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use of virtuosic improvisations with the materials of social production (language, affects,
and signs). This project helps to delimit the problems one confronts with the emergence
of a new form of collective subjectivity and its potential rationalization. The
individuation of the immaterial laborer in late capitalism at once reveals its ubiquity and
its multiple articulations, both positive and negative.

While Hardt and Negri’s work has re-energized post-Marxist work on collective
agency, it is their insistence on a relation of immanence and antagonism between the
multitude and empire—drawn from Deleuze and Guattari but different from it as noted—
that has led to a recurrent criticism of their work: by assuming a primary resistance to the
multitude, their work seems to lead inexorably toward the utopic assumption of a unitary
revolutionary subject as the result of the multitude’s evolution. Ernesto Laclau makes the

strongest case against their approach in favor of a Gramscian notion of articulation:

For me, the emergence of unity of heterogeneity presupposes the
establishment of equivalential logics and the production of empty
signifiers. In Empire, it results from people’s natural tendency to
fight against oppression. It does not matter if one calls this
tendency a gift from Heaven or a consequence of immanence.
Deus sive Natura. What is important is that Hardt and Negri’s
approach to this question leads them to oversimplify the political
process. (Laclau 2005, 241)

Any engagement with immaterial labor demands attention to the specificity of such labor
and its effects while avoiding the pitfalls of a grand narrative of a unitary historical agent.
By the same token, however, one must be aware of Laclau’s own problematic take on
Marx, one that rejects class conflict as an inherent component of capitalist production (as
in: “antagonism is not inherent to the relations of production but it is established between
the relations of production and an identity which is external to them” [Laclau 2005,
149]). On the one hand, Laclau’s construction of identity resembles Hardt and Negri’s
multitude as a subject able to confront global capital on its own terms, if not as a direct
effect of economic developments. On the other hand, Laclau’s work comes close to

dismissing one of Marx’s central insights: changes in production allow new subjects (or
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identities) to appear. E.P. Thompson’s The Making of the English Working-Class perhaps
comes closest to offering a realisitic historical view of the construction of a resistant
social subject that is at once in relation to yet external and antagonistic to the relations of
production.

What I find more troubling, though, is Laclau’s claim that heterogeneity disrupts a
situation’s logic with an eruption of the political. This avoids any sense of the
contradictions within capitalist production that lead to under-consumption, the global
division of production, and the contradiction in capitalism’s credit system between
money and fictitious capital. It is difficult to dismiss these actually existing economic
problems. Laclau is certainly right to be suspicious of an overvaluation of class-
consciousness premised on any particular mode of capitalist production—he took this to
to task in great detail with Chantal Mouffe in Hegemony and Socialist Strategy (1986)—
but Laclau’s reduction of economic contradictions to political interventions overvalues
capital’s functionality. Laclau’s description of how political demands are constituted are
fascinating rhetorical models, which intersect in interesting ways with the work of Alain
Badiou. However, Laclau’s work uses language as a means of articulating demands rather
than producing new forms of subjectivity, which keeps his approach in a realm where the
inequities of exchange can be ameliorated but the problems of production remain.

Indeed, the link between immaterial labor and multitude is important precisely
because it is what leads to the direct production of subjectivity. For Hardt and Negri, this
link allows them to draw a relation between the poor and social production, since
immaterial labor takes place outside the traditional labor processs and allows the poor to
enter into a post-modern proletarian-status: “since the poor participate in and help
generate the linguistic community by which they are then excluded or subordinated, the
poor are not only active and productive but also antagonistic and potentially rebellious”
(Hardt and Negri 2004, 132). Nicholas Thoburn notes that immaterial labor becomes the

means by which Hardt and Negri enfold into the proletariat the otherwise formless class
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of the poor that Marxists would recognize as the lumpenproletariat. Their work
effectively takes up Peter Stallybrass’s description of the manner in which the
lumpenproletariat acts as an avatar in Marxist theory for a pre-political class capable of
political formation (Stallybrass). One should note, however, that the formlessness of the
lumpenproletariat, its role as a kind of undifferentiated libidinous mass, is what Marx
also discovers in the aristocracy of finance capitalism: “In the way it acquires wealth and
enjoys it the financial aristocracy is nothing but the lumpenproletariat reborn at the
pinnacle of bourgeois society” (Marx 1850, 39). Separated from production, parasitic and
debauched, both classes defy notions of productivity, and operate as transitional shadows
between Marx’s privileged historical agents. Indeed, Hardt and Negri’s effective
extension of the class relation to agents outside the labor process as such reverses
Empire’s lack of an exterior into an immanent and extensive multitude. This is part of a
laudable attempt to rediscover a notion of the common, social relations that can exist
beyond capital. Negri argues that “poverty is naked power” (Casarino 91), and he has
reiterated this position at length in Commonwealth with Hardt to emphasizes the role of
poverty, militancy, and love in the construction of the common. Their position is meant
contrast with Giorgio Agamben’s concept of naked life, which views the human
condition as a poverty of abjection and understands life only in its relation to death.
However, I would more readily accept that while the poor—and those otherwise outside
the labor process—are implicated in post-Fordist production, their role in the construction
of the common takes place in local forms that are only glancingly recognized as bearing
some relation to a set of broader political demands. The question of how one may
articulate a broad-based and effective political subjectivity for multitude remains an
unresolved question for continuing inquiry.

For this project, the implication of the undifferentiated classes of the
lumpenproletariat, finance capitalists, and unproductive laborers within production

usefully speaks to the hegemonic function of gentlemanly capitalism in the nineteenth
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century described by Cain and Hopkins. Such implications do not so much demand an
examination of the ideological construction of the gentlemanly as it does the perforation
of immaterial labor throughout the social, political, and economic spheres of Victorian
England and its effects on the production of subjectivity. For example, problems of class
imposture and shady finance bear on the construction of the social world and the
characters of the Veneerings and the Lammles in Dickens’s Our Mutual Friend (1864),
Godfrey Cass in Collins’ The Moonstone (1868), and Augustus Melmotte and the
members of the Beargarden in Trollope’s The Way We Live Now (1875). These problems
not only lead to the intermingling of the aristocracy and the bourgeoisie, but such class
distinctions bleed into the undifferentiated mass that Matthew Arnold termed the
Populace in Culture and Anarchy (1868): “that vast portion, lastly, of the working class
which, raw and half-developed, has long lain half-hidden amidst its poverty and squalor,
and is now issuing from its hiding-place to assert an Englishman’s heaven-born privilege
of doing as he like” (107). It is no surprise that Walter Benjamin’s attempt to understand
the nineteenth century in The Arcades Project centered around the lumpenproletariat,
with sections on prostitutes and gamblers, the unproductive world of fashion, and the
flaneur, an undifferentiated class that seemed to extend across society, from the financier
to the prostitute (Benjamin 1999). Benjamin’s first draft of his essay on Baudelaire,
drawn from these convolutes, turns the figure of the ragpicker into a cipher for
immaterial labor’s abasement: the picking over of refuse to create paper (Benjamin 2003,
8).39

The study of the nineteenth century novel has long been fascinated with
phenomena that an archaeology of immaterial labor can help refine. These not only
include interest in finance and collective subjectivity, but more broadly the question of
unproductive labor, which includes the manipulation of fictitious capital and the
production of fiction, domestic service, affectual labor, and other forms of so-called

women’s work that make up so much of nineteenth century literature’s engagement with



48

domesticity. I have limited the scope of this study to the examination of specific
ideological impasses in novels of the 1860s that take on issues of unproductive labor,
collective subjectivity, and finance. Such work invariably confronts service labor and the
construction of gendered labor roles, a topic central to the interest of literary studies in
the intersection of narrative and political economy, from Nancy Armstrong’s Desire and
Domestic Fiction, to Gallagher’s Nobody’s Story, and Michael McKeon’s The Secret
History of Domesticity. By emphasizing an emergent configuration of immaterial labor, I
argue for an implicit connection not only between literary production and financialization
but between what Raymond Williams once claimed was “the crucial distinguishing
elemint in English life since the Industrial Revolution”—*alternative ideas of the nature
of social relationship” (Williams 1958, 325). These conceptions of social relations extend
from such processes and domestic economies to the larger question of the composition of
collective subjects.

My approach historicizes the novels at hand while considering how the problems
they present resonate with contemporary problems for Marxist thought and critical
theory. Although nineteenth-century Britain tended to blur the distinctions of social and
economic class, I focus on the means by which collective subjects are constituted across
such demarcations. In this respect, critical theory’s turn toward questions of
subjectivation and the composition of collective subjectivity can offer useful
counterpoints and corollaries to theories of immaterial labor by contributing another
means for exploring the contours of experiences of post-industrial life. These theorists
tend to fall into two camps, though they often respond to one another: on the one hand, a
disparate group of Marxist philosophers like Alain Badiou, Slavoj Zizek, and Jacques
Ranciere focus on how events produce subjects—what we might call, taking the question
of production into the realm of language, the function of language qua measure of value.
On the other hand, post-Derridean philosophers like Giorgio Agamben and Jean-Luc

Nancy (who both also bear a substantial debt to Georges Bataille), focus on the diffusion
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of community into the non-place of language—what we might contrast with the
productive use of language above as language qua mechanism of exchange.#0 Laclau and
Mouffe fall somewhere between these camps with their post-class approach to Marx,
which is premised on a deconstructive engagement with language that is nonetheless also
interested in the composition of collective political demands.

It is language’s ability to produce collective subjects that links the two camps.
Alain Badiou is the preeminent figure in the subjectivation camp. Central to the rejection
of Derridean deconstruction, Badiou subjects the poststructuralist ethical turn to scathing
critique in his own Ethics (1998), where he called Derrida’s reliance on the Levinasian
altogether Other nothing more than “decomposed religion” (23). As already referenced,
Badiou refers to deconstruction as sophistry, albeit with the caveat that sophistry is a
necessary adversary to philosophy but one allergic to the category of truth. Indeed, unlike
much contemporary philosophy, Badiou’s work is foundational, and a kind of hybrid of
Plato and Sartre. In Being and Event (1988), Badiou argues that mathematical set theory
fulfills the function of modern ontology by approaching the realm of being as multiple.
That is to say, “infinite alterity is quite simply what there is” (Badiou 1988, 25), not
something transcendent beyond human experience like the altogether Other. Badiou’s use
of set theory has profound implications for his conception of collectivity, the role of the
state, and the processes of subjectivation. Although accomplished via a series of
expositions combining mathematics, philosophy, and set theory, Badiou’s work
represents a deep engagement with French psychoanalyst Jacques Lacan. Badiou’s
approach to the material consitution of reality as multiple allows him to maintain Lacan’s
sense of the real as a malleable yet material realm rather than a fixed exteriority while he
simultaneously overturns Lacan’s dictum against meta-language, which is what
mathematical set theory becomes as a kind of ontology.

In terms of collectivity, Badiou’s work in Being and Event hinges on a particular

understanding of how sets are constituted and what their constitution means both for a set
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and for the uncounted. Each set is infinite, there are infinite sets, and the uncounted parts
within a set always exceed the elements that a set contains. Yet the realm of being—the
infinite multiple—also maintains a foundational relationship between a situation of being
and what Badiou calls “the void.” The void is not non-being but rather the inconsistency
that subtends any set. In effect, the void sutures a set to the inconsistency of being that
underlies it (Hallward 65). Leaving to one side the many differences between Badiou and
Deleuze, the elements in a situation bear some similarity to what we saw in Deleuze and
Peirce as firstness.#! For Badiou, this initial structuring of a set is its “presentation,” and
it remains haunted by the void’s inconsistency, leading to a structuring of the structure, a
literal re-presentation that forms the state of the situation, which Badiou rechristens
“world” in Logics of Worlds (2009). The difference between the realm of presentation
and representation leads Badiou to stake out four positions: the void, when an element is
not presented or represented; the normal, presented by the set and represented by the
state; the excrescent, represented by the state but not presented in the world; and the
singular, presented in the world but not represented by the state. The latter two categories
are central to Badiou’s description of truth and the processes of subjectivation. The
singular is an unrepresented potential subject while the excrescent is a surplus of
representation that can become an event. Such events take place at the edge of the void in
a world, and operate a potential shift in a world’s suture to the void. Yet an event only
exists insofar as it is an event for a subject. The paradigmatic example for Badiou is Saint
Paul as a subject to the event of Christ’s resurrection. Paul’s commitment to the event of
resurrection without reference to any set of Christ’s teachings or the influence of the
Apostles illustrates a pure fidelity to an event (Badiou 1997). Although an event takes
place within the state of a world, it is not, properly speaking, part of the realm of being,
but rather a question of the representation of the state of the situation. An event
determines the appearance of the state of the world only through the work of a subject to

that event. Subjects discover in the language of the world that precedes an event a name
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that can be reworked to imply the event, and nominate the event using the language of the
situation. In turn, by maintaining fidelity to an event, subjects can engage in a process of
forcing that makes the event’s recomposition of the state verifiable—that is to say, it
changes the status of the real. While this does not give language a place of primacy in
Badiou, it does make language part of a continuous process of subjective fidelity to an
event through the event’s name. Such a move combats attempts to articulate being purely
through language and linguistic construction, which Badiou argues at length in
meditation 28 of Being and Event, “Constructivist Thought and the Knowledge of
Being.” For Badiou—and, indeed, for Marxists like Negri—if the world were purely
articulated through language, then being itself would be static, and the possibility of
intervention and change would not exist.

For example, in contrast to Badiou’s approach, one might consider the problem of
focusing on linguistic articulation in Laclau’s work. Hegemony and Socialist Strategy
(1985), written with Chantal Mouffe, argued that Gramsci’s model of hegemony or
passive revolution serves as a better model for the articulation of social subjects than a
murky class-based conception of the proletariat and its relation to “productive labor.” In
Laclau’s On Populist Reason (2005), he further theorizes the constitution of political
subjects through an essentially catachrestic process of hegemonic construction by
articulating disparate demands under the identity of an empty signifier (72). Laclau’s
work on the articulation of hegemony through such empty signifiers bears some
resemblance to Badiou’s theory of the event and its subjects—and this is in part as much
due to competing readings of Jacques Lacan—yet Laclau’s work combines Lacan and
Gramsci to examine the articulation of heterogeneity as a signifying practice. Where
Badiou places the process of such rhetorical articulation at the heart of an event’s
reorganization of both the state and the world, for Laclau such rearticulation does not
imply a change in the real, only an articulation of hegemony. Even so, it is useful to note

that when Laclau also rejects the immanent antagonism of Hardt and Negri, his
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description of the structuration of the social terrain through a process of “failed
transcendence” as “the presence of absence (244), closely matches Badiou’s notion of the
subtractive nature of the event and its relation to the void: “It is around a constitutive lack
that the social is organized” (244). The approaches are quite similar, but the central
question is whether one willingly embraces the the post-structuralist sense of the world as
bodies and languages, or follows Badiou’s claim that there are bodies, languages, and
truths that serve to reorganize them.

Jacques Ranciere more explicitly takes up Badiou’s terms, but he sidesteps the
question of subjective intervention for a more descriptive approach. Rancicre applies
Badiou’s description of representation to the political as an inclusive exclusion premised
on linguistic commonality, which in effect makes all politics founded on a suppressed
wrong (Ranciere 1999). Not only does this recall Lyotard’s work in The Differend, but
one of the difficulties of Ranciere’s approach is that, much like Lyotard, for all the
discussion of the political, their theories of social composition never take any recourse to
the question of the state. Thus although Ranciére’s amalgamation of politics and
linguistic production is suggestive for an examination of collective subjectivity and
immaterial labor, one should note that Badiou rejects Ranciére’s work as indifferent to
both the role of the militant subject to an event and to the state in the construction of
representation (Badiou 2005). Much as in Hardt and Negri, the threat of a blank unitary
subject remains in the background of Ranciere’s approach. By contrast, neo-
Heideggerians like Jean-Luc Nancy and Giorgio Agamben take the implications of
Heidegger’s late assertion that “Language speaks” to an extreme of exteriority, which
displaces the possibility of the common into an experience of isolation and an exposure to
death. This is largely an effect of their focus on the constitution of language in relation to
the Heideggerian limit of death. It seems fair to argue that if these thinkers take language
as the place of exchange rather than production, it is because the ultimate limit of death

is, in Hegelian fashion, the internal negativity that drives linguistic production. Nancy’s
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“literary communism’” posits language not as a means of articulating collective subjects
but of describing their limits, and he argues that literature “would designate that singular
ontological quality that gives being in common” (64) but this being in common is none
other than the experience of the limit itself. Nancy’s position not only resonates with
Derrida’s Politics of Friendship but also with Agamben’s work on bare life, which carries
a similar valence. Agamben traces language as a space of suspension, a community to
come in its denuded linguistic form. For Agamben, bare life exemplifies the limits of the
human, which leads him to examine figures like the Holocaust camp denizen known as
the Musselman and hospitalized vegetative humanity in Homo Sacer (1995). Negri
argues against Agamben’s notion of naked life: “to use nakedness to signify life means to
homologize the nature of the subject and the Power that has made it naked, and to
confuse in that nakedness any power of life”” (Casarino et. al. 209). Badiou ends Logics of
Worlds with a similar call, which not only takes issue with Agamben but also with
Negri’s excessive attachment to the biopolitical: “We will only be consigned to the form
of the disenchanted animal for whom the commodity is the only reference-point if we
consent to it” (514). Both writers, I would argue, are correct in their assessments.

Each of these thinkers is engaged with the profusion of means of communication
as a socio-economic phenomenon that affects real changes in the structure of human
existence. Yet as these accounts tend to focus on and extrapolate from contemporary
experience, they occlude the forces that surrounded immaterial labor’s presence as an
emergent mode of production. In a sense, the novels examined here via unproductive
labor are also part of a prehistory of modernism insofar as, per Frederic Jameson,
modernism autonomizes language (Jameson 2002, 149). For that reason, even as I engage
in close readings to examine the composition and recomposition of collective subjects in
texts, it is important not to raise language’s autonomization and its concomitant self-
referentiality into a telos or valorized aesthetic mode but rather to understand it as a

means of engaging with a particular historical change in social production that allows the
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production of social relations to take on a particular form of appearance within literature.
It would be a mistake to view modernist or postmodernist aesthetics as revelations of
revolution rather than strategies merely open to utopic interpretations. By the same token,
however, it is important to bear in mind that changes in the construction of
representation, when representation has become central to a society’s ability to reproduce
itself, can and will affect the construction of social relations.

In reading the different emergent engagements with unproductive and immaterial
labor in the mid-Victorian novels of Eliot, Dickens, Collins, and Trollope, the
juxtaposition of different critical approaches to the aesthetic construction of collective
subjectivity helps to illuminate the specificity of the models in the texts. Because such an
approach is open to charges of anachronism and eclecticism, let me offer a brief defense.
To the charge of eclecticism, I would reply that Marx’s own approach to the possibility of
immaterial labor is specific to the nineteenth century and formed part of a response to
political economy’s attempt to theorize the potential positive productivity of
unproductive labor, either explicitly (as in Nassau Senior’s work on unproductive labor
discussed in chapter two) or implicitly (as in J.S. Mill’s engagement with corporate
bureaucracy discussed in chapter three). Moreover, as the era not only encompassed the
expansion of the franchise, the increase in print media, the rise of global communication,
but also the extension of the British service industry (cf. Cain and Hopkins), the
refinement of corporate organization (cf. Alborn), and the development of white-collar
crime (cf. Robb), it becomes increasingly difficult to overlook the growing importance of
labor practices that would bear at least passing resemblance to post-Fordist immaterial
labor. To the charge of eclecticism, I would reply that my approach is not a patchwork
application of theorists or a series of staged encounters between theorists and texts.
Rather, I have begun from a position common to Marxist criticism from the work of
Pierre Macherey and Terry Eagleton: approaching each text as a question with premises

already determined by its form, content, and historical circumstance (Macherey 1978;
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Eagleton 1978). As Eagleton argues, a text, to the extent that it cannot answer its own
problem, reveals an ideological impasse open to critique and recomposition (88).
However, since the passage from material to immaterial labor entails the direct economic
yield of imaginative production, I have generally refrained from using the language of
ideology critique, which implies a structural separability between idea and practice as
well as the superstructural impasse of economic determination in the final instance.
Indeed, the concept of immaterial labor puts such determinism into question, and insists
on a more supple elaboration of the interaction of material production and its social and
ideological organization. Moreover, ideology also raises questions of class-consciousness
and the construction of unitary historical subjects, i.e. the proletariat. For this reason, |
have drawn from a particular subset of contemporary Marxist work to describe the
specific contours of immaterial labor and class composition. As my positions are
generally interventionist—e.g. operating from a sense of the productive interaction
between subjects and the articulation of reality—they are also perhaps most easily
accommodated by the emphasis on subjective constitution that links the work of Hardt
and Negri, Deleuze and Guattari, and Badiou. However, the following work is neither a
demonstration of nor an addendum to a specific theorist. It simply operates from a similar
set of principles. This has led to encounters between critical theorists not as a means of
guiding an interpretation but of providing contrasts to specific impasses in the novels at
hand.

In the following chapters, I argue that fiction can offer a unique response to
economic production when it confronts its own constitutive engagement with immaterial
labor. Fiction’s relation to immaterial labor reveals in each text a distinct attempt to
differentiate a collective subjectivity in opposition to the financially based collective
subject of economics, often through figures that wreak havoc on the social world through
the creation of false signs and identities, from the forgeries of Godfrey Ablewhite in The

Moonstone and Augustus Melmotte in The Way We Live Now, to the impostures of John
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Harmon, Bradley Headstone, and Noddy Boffin in Our Mutual Friend, or the failure of
Godfrey Cass to own his daughter the night of her mother’s death in Silas Marner.
Alongside the proliferation of working-class literature in the wake of the Stamp Act’s
repeal, in the 1860s the novel attempts to create a specifically literary multitude that was
subsequently linked to the notion of limited liability and finance. Although such creations
are undoubtedly reactionary—as I explore in the conclusion—they nonetheless also carry
other potentialities. The adequation of the multitude and finance can be read as an
endorsement of a high literary—or financial—value. Yet when these novels are read
against the grain, they can also reveal a positive literary multitude that takes shape in the
conjunction of negative figures for a collective laboring class not bound to material
production and the rhetorical maneuvers within a text that proliferate social relations in a
specifically linguistic register. This negative multitude—immersed in linguistic
production and consumption—not only reveals anxieties of Victorian Britain’s upper and
middle classes, but also opens the possibilities of collective subjectivity in a manner that
speaks both to the revolutionary currents of the late nineteenth and early twentieth
centuries, as well as to the current post-Fordist mode of production.

My emphasis on the relation of collectivity to immaterial labor responds to a
continued emphasis on private experiences of textuality in literary studies. Whether
drafting discursive histories or detailing historical descriptions of institutions, critics tend
to approach literature in light of an individualized experience of text. While Catherine
Gallagher’s discursive approach highlights the privileged experience of an academic
reader in tracing the construction of a concept (e.g. value in The Body Economic),
attempts to draft historically specific modes of reading turn away from this highly
specialized reader in favor of an (idealized) average middle-class reader rhetorically
constructed by the texts themselves. This approach is highlighted not only in Deirdre
Shauna Lynch’s examination of eighteenth century literature as a mechanism for

educating individualized readers in market society (Lynch 1998), but also forms a
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substrate in Mary Poovey’s work on the economic press and its readers that her recourse
to genre attempts to defuse. The primacy of the individual reader is equally central to
Nancy Armstrong’s How Novels Think (2008), where Armstrong also engages with the
rise of individualism in the novel. Juxtaposing two generic currents in the novel to
describe this development, Armstrong uses the tension between realist and Gothic fiction
to describe the novel’s engagement with collectivity. Yet even in her most convincing
moments—Iike her reading of Frankenstein, which bears an uncanny resemblance to
Hardt and Negri’s reading of the novel (Hardt and Negri 2004, 10-12)— her emphasis
falls on a shift that “enabled a British readership to understand itself as a stable aggregate
of individuals across the globe” (53). That is to say, the construction of a collective
readership is itself divided and able to comprehend itself only individually.

There are a number of difficulties with this individualized approach. First, the
construction of a middle-class reader is predicated on a historical narrative in which the
bourgeoisie act as nearly the sole economic and political class in nineteenth century
Britain. Second, while an emphasis on a middle-class readership speaks to the impact—
both in terms of a novel’s content and its potential monetary recompense for its author—
of large lending libraries in the initial production of a novel, it reduces such texts to the
machinations of one interpretive community. I approach these novels as engaged in
multiple processes of collective production, new linguistic assemblages capable of
various forms of collective address, not only to the middle-class readership of lending
libraries but potentially beyond, if not in immediate circulation then in later forms of
publication and distribution made possible by the mass marketing of literature in the
latter half of the century. The possibility of such reading exists precisely through counter-
identifications, what we might call anti-interpellations, created by the text as it continues
to exist beyond its historical moment and becomes available to other communities that
accent the language differently and open the text’s polyvocality to reveal a new grasp of

its own historicity (cf. Volosniov). In this way, the aesthetic aspects of a text can become
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the possibility of new historical understanding, or, as Terry Eagleton says, “that which
speaks of its historical conditions by remaining silent” (177). Moreover, if one takes
seriously the interventionist stance that subjects can not only reorganize the
representation of the world but alter the world itself—as in the work of Badiou, or in a
more apocalyptic tone, Benjamin—then one must consider the manner in which the texts
of mid-Victorian finance have taken on new resonances in a globalized economy where
the dominant post-industrial nations have become service economies.

I begin with Joseph Conrad’s ubiquitous finance novel Nostromo (1904) because
it offers the most succinct example of the interaction of economic and literary production.
While literary studies often use Nostromo to close the discussion of late-nineteenth
century capitalism, I open with it to reorient the discussion and turn away from the
achievement of monopoly capitalism and imperialist expansion toward the constructions
of hegemony that make such a situation possible. For the novel’s title character, a
thematic shift from cash to credit follows a change in his relation to language. Formerly a
man whose only interest in silver was its ability to maintain his good name in society,
with his theft of the silver and the arrival of credit, Nostromo puts his name into
cheapened circulation to become little more than a miser intent on using his reputation to
protect his stolen silver. Conrad explicitly traces in Nostromo the relationship between
language and economics in the creation of the world market, and in the process
exemplifies the interrelation of economics and linguistic production through its dual
circulations of silver and the language of character, with the eventual subsumption of
character’s representation by an economic form of representation, credit. While
revolution and counter-revolution form the novel’s plot, Nostromo does not so much
engage in an examination of class-warfare as consider the multiple subjective effects of a
monetary crisis as the measure of reality finds itself debased by credit’s proliferation as a

mechanism of exchange.
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In the second chapter, I turn to the 1860s with George Eliot’s Silas Marner
(1861). The analysis of Nostromo prepares us to see the structural impasse that Eliot
confronts when examining the construction of community through material and
immaterial labor. In its naturalist emphases, Silas Marner tries to imagine the emergence
of a new social subject as an organic process able to transcend the gap between social
production (e.g. affective and linguistic production) and economic production by
privileging a traditional notion of material production in Marner’s linen weaving. So long
as a society such as Raveloe needs Marner’s economic production, a naturalized process
of sympathy integrates this man who would otherwise be excluded from society. Yet in
portraying this process, the novel’s relation to itself as text heightens the dislocation it
tries to resolve by positing two modes of language: on the one hand, a realm of simple
language available to the pastoral folk of Eliot’s work, and one which depends on
materiality, inscription, and affect; on the other hand, a language for the wealthy and
wise—both within the text and beyond, for its author and its readers—that circulates
meaning beyond materiality. The contradictions between these two modes constitute the
text’s organic unity of social and economic production. While the miser showcases the
contradictions of capitalist production by juxtaposing the accumulation of wealth with an
existence in poverty, the contradiction becomes in the person of Silas Marner a
productive exception, a generative negativity that nonetheless remains unavailable except
at the level of narration. In his miserliness, Marner does not provide a figure for a new
social subject. Rather, the possibility of collectivity appears in the narratable gap Marner
occupies between social and economic production, the undetermined exterior of a
materiality that motivates and suffuses the text yet remains irreducible to its own
organicism.

While Dickens also engages with the miser in Our Mutual Friend (1864), the
novel is uninterested in the miser’s social reintegration and focused instead upon

expelling him from society while releasing his hoard back into circulation. The story
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follows the various machinations necessary to clean the taint of greed and garbage from a
miser-dustman’s legacy, to turn his money “bright again, after a long long rust in the
dark” (Dickens 757). Yet society itself is tainted in this novel by the communism of
capital as the joint stock company and its shares fall under Dickens’s satirical lash and he
mockingly pleads for Shares to “take rank among the powers of the earth, and fatten on
us!” Our Mutual Friend is often thought of as a novel about economics, not simply for its
thematic engagement with the miserly but for its close attention to waste and its
reclamation by the social world. I argue that this attention in the novel displaces notions
of unproductive labor into the realm of immaterial labor, especially with the novel’s use
of characters clustered around questions of literacy, not to mention the novel’s interest in
the commodification and reification of language itself. Immaterial labor appears tacit in
Dickens’s last completed novel, and the diegetic world here seems to operate at the very
limits of material production. No longer intent on the plodding industrial production of
Hard Times or the over-speculation of Little Dorrit, Dickens creates a world of
scavengers, dustmen, and loan sharks who experience their existential limits only by their
control of the written word. By contrast, the novel’s women—Bella Wilfer and Mrs.
Boffin—put language and affect to use to create a new collective subject within the
reconstituted avuncular family in a reactionary form of collectivity that also marks Eliot’s
Silas Marner.

In chapter four, I examine how the construction of Wilkie Collins’s 7The
Moonstone (1868) confronts the question of narrative as labor with narrators that are
servants or members of the working-class, and in many cases paid for the labor of
writing. The novel’s status as one of the first detective novels tends to overshadow the
appearance of this nascent sense of immaterial labor and its multiplication of narratorial
perspective as unproductive laborers are given a pivotal role in the construction of an
entire social milieu. Approached as a detective novel, the plot’s totalization of knowledge

operates within a socio-economic organization that limits collectivity to groups willing to
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help enforce the law. Approached in terms of immaterial labor, the novel offers a
rhetorical organization premised on the multiplication of difference between and within
characters with an incipient multitude that elicits thoughts for the novel’s characters of
the joint stock company and finance. Franklin Blake’s different personalities serve as a
kind of collectivity built into a single character, and with his unconscious theft of the gem
this internal multiplication of character becomes a facet of the novel’s plot to be excised
by consciousness. The work of the text’s immaterial laborers at once describes its
economic subjection and its potential rejection of such status. The servant Rosanna
Spearman’s attempt to create an affect-based economy in place of the novel’s economy
of linguistic circulation—premised on the idea of an avuncular family with Franklin that
is unrealizable due to the constraints of class—fails, and leads to her suicide, as the grave
becomes the only position she can find beyond exchange.

In chapter five, I argue that when Anthony Trollope’s The Way We Live Now
(1875) takes on the question of unproductive labor in finance and literature, it begins to
excavate a kind of immaterial labor that is gendered, social, and directly productive. The
novel’s female characters engage in multiple forms of immaterial labor, from the
affective and linguistic schemes that go into creating the novel’s various marriage-plots
to their more explicit literary endeavors. This feminine labor is subsequently co-opted by
masculine figures of unproductive finance that itself begins to shade into a kind
immaterial labor with its creation of credit signs and various forgeries. Such labor is
contrasted against an essentially gentlemanly notion of capital that posits the possibility
of truthful and trustworthy economic endeavors as either grounded in agricultural
production, as represented by the landed Roger Carbury and the well-intentioned but 1ll-
spoken John Crumb, or in the honest communication of financiers like Mr. Breghert,
whose letters to the anti-Semitic Longestaffes reveal an honest man grounded in a
concept of family. The immaterial labor of the novel’s female characters is at once

linguistic and affective, and draws social connections through language and marriage-
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plots: from Lady Carbury as both a writer and romantic plotter, to Ruby Ruggles and
Marie Melmotte as readers who create of their own romantic fantasies. Yet this feminine
production finds itself stymied and appropriated by the novel’s representations of
gambling and finance, which is itself eventually ameliorated into the fabric of society
even though its chief representative, the gutter-born Melmotte, is cast out. In this satirical
novel, the fear of a multitude empowered by immaterial labor is warded off by appeals to
an evanescent social chorus, an “everybody” that displaces and externalizes the novel’s
negative image of immaterial labor into the social and linguistic production, however
fraudulent, of a truthful society.

Indeed, the productive nature of the false is a recurrent theme throughout the
dissertation. From Nostromo’s bartering of his name for gold and Marner’s miserliness to
Bradley Headstone’s assumed identity in Our Mutual Friend, Rosanna Spearman’s
attempts to mislead the search for the Moonstone, and Melmotte’s forgeries, the
production of false signs creates new and sometimes frighteningly empowered subjects to
be destroyed. Unredeemed, however, and examined in light of immaterial labor, it is
through such figures that one can discover the potential forms of new collective subjects
in the Victorian novel. Such collectivities take on two forms. One is the avuncular family,
a reactionary formation that offers a recognizable collectivity that does not threaten the
established social order but rather offers a separate space of safety. While Eliot’s novel
here provides the first of such examples, Dickens novels almost invariably end with such
arrangements, whether it is the conjunction of the Boffins, John Harmon, and Bella
Wilfer in Our Mutual Friend, or the extended community of bankrupts that join in the
closing marriage ceremony of Little Dorrit, or even in Great Expectations, where Pip
lives with Herbert and his bride in a kind of familial compromise that renders the novel’s
ambiguous ending with Estella irrelevant. The other form of collectivity is rhetorical as
the narrative addresses its reader with varying degrees of inclusiveness. Such a maneuver

should be apparent not only in the titles 7he Way We Live Now or Our Mutual Friend, but
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in the pronomial play of Trollope’s novel, the indeterminate rhetorical address of
Nostromo, and the shifting narrative perspectives of The Moonstone. The dispersal of
community into language is itself a reactionary formation, but one that continues to
exercise dominance in the realm of critical theory as neo-Heideggerians like Agamben
and Nancy amply demonstrate. It is nonetheless the ability to construct collective subjects
across distances through language that becomes increasingly important for the late
nineteenth century. This includes the construction of collective subjects open to
exploitation by empire and global capital as the jingoism of the working-classes amply
demonstrates. It also marks, however, the creation of subjects able to resist such
exploitation, from the Communist and anarchist organizations that emerged in the latter
half of the century to the emergence of New Liberalism and the eventual emergence of
the welfare state. The study of the nineteenth century and its literature is in good part the

sudy of the construction of collective social relations and their efficacy.
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Notes

I David Harvey’s discussion of Hilferding is useful in this respect, emphasizing
HIlferding’s inability to engage with the contradictions between credit and money within
capitalism’s system of developed finance: “Hilferding depicts finance capital as both
hegemonic and controlling, whereas Marx portrays it as necessarily caught in its own
web of internal contradictions” (Harvey 1982, 292). Harvey’s approach is part of the
regulation school of Marxist economics, which Michel Aglietta has usefully summarized
as follows: “capitalism is a force for change which has no inherent rgulatory principle;
this principle is provided by a coherent set of mechanisms for social mediation that guide
the accumulation of capital in the direction of social progress” (412). These mechanisms
at once allow for the creation of organizations that are able to respond to internal
variations in the accumulation of capital, and for the creation of relatively rigid
protections for the interests of certain groups, most especially wage-earners, which
eventually confront one another in contradictory ways.

2 In Principles of Political Economy and Taxation, Ricardo noted his earlier
mistaken attitude toward the effects of machinery on the working classes in a section that
would become of great use to Marx in his theorization of capital’s ability to subsume and
reorganize labor: “I am convinced that the substitution of machinery for human labor is
often very injurious to the class of laborers. My mistake arose from the supposition that
whenever the net income of a society increased, its gross income would also increase; |
now, however, see reason to be satisfied that the one fund, from which landlords and
capitalists derive their revenue, may increase, while the other, that upon which the
laboring class mainly depend, may diminish, and therefore it follows, if I am right, that
the same cause which may increase the net revenue of the country may at the same time
render the population redundant, and deteriorate the condition of the laborer.” (236)

3 Though such libraries had existed in London since the mid-eighteenth century,
they dealt mostly in fiction, an effect of the exorbitant rate of 31s for the triple-decker
novel that Mudie’s Select Library, launched ten years later in 1842, would make an
integral facet of their business model. See Griest 1970.

4 Simon Eliot enumerates four types of author/publisher arrangements: “on
commission” (author paid publisher for production), “half profits” (author provides
manuscript, publisher production, 50/50 split), “outright sale” (author sells manuscript to
publisher for a lump sum), and “royalty” (percentage paid to author based on cover
price). Royalty arrangements apparently originated in the U.S. context and migrated to
British publishing after Babbage’s day. See Eliot 55-56.

5 Both of the works cited contain new translations or amended versions of
pamphlets published by Negri from the late 1960s through the 1970s. While Books for
Burning contains the texts used by the Italian state when it tried Negri on various political
charges, the most important essays on the state form appear as chapters two (“Keynes and
the Capitalist Theory of the State”) and three (“Labor in the Constitution”) of Labor of
Dionysus. In particular, Negri argues that with the appearance of Keynesian economics,
capitalism recognizes the working class as a political economic problem using the name
“effective demand.” With the intervention of the state into questions of effective demand,
Negri claims that “capital is now obliged to move to the social organization of that
despotism, to diffuse the organization of exploitation throughout society, in the new form
of a planning-based State that—in the particular way in which it articulates organization
and repression throughout society—directly reproduces the figure of the factory” (45). As
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the State increasingly binds the effectivity of capital to the rate of interest in an attempt to
control unemployment, the whole edifice of capital becomes for Negri premised on labor.
With his examination of the Italian constitution, Negri expands this notion of the planner
state premised on labor to demonstrate that even as social democracy may contain the
seeds of real communism, it is nonetheless an attempt to “envelop and directly control the
working class at a social level, and thus reduce it to being only social labor” (62).

6 Babbage noted in the preface to the third edition (1833) that larger booksellers
had inserted into his books a printed page “Reply to Mr. Babbage” (x), and he continued
his defense of his critique (xii). The idea of an author’s union appeared throughout the
nineteenth century, with the first Society of British Authors founded in 1843, which
dissolved in acrimony shortly thereafter. Such unionization occurred during the
proliferation of copyright legislation that extended from the late 1830s into the mid-1840s
(the Dramatic Copyright Act of 1833, the International Copyright Act of 1838, the
Copyright and Customs Acts of 1842, Literary Copyright Act of 1842), which, according
to Victor Bonham-Carter, did little increase income for authors (75-76). A second attempt
came in 1884 when Walter Besant founded a second Society of British Authors and
began agitation for further copyright protection. See Bonham-Carter.

7 These mines were apparently “within the jurisdiction of the stannaries”
according to the Act, and held a unique if anachronistic set of privileges as the coining
centers of Cornwall.

8 In 1873, Walter Bagehot writes of the continuing Continental political turmoil
as one of the chief reasons for London’s dominance as an international market. See
Bagehot 56, 63, and 88-98.

9 As part of the Bank’s charter in 1697, Parliament restricted joint stock banking
in England to the Bank of England. While other banks could issue notes, their limited
size made this difficult and Bank of England notes came to dominate London as a means
of payment for larger sums. Later restrictions on the minimum amount of bank notes
were put in place to combat the excessive note issue of country banks (first to £1 in 1775,
then £5 in 1777), which arose due to the Bank’s refusal to engage in branch banking.
After the crisis of 1825, Parliament mandated the extension of branch banking by the
Bank to discourage further localized note issue. See Quinn 156, 164.

10 Though the legal definition of a bill of exchange was not formalized until the
Bills of Exchange Act of 1882, though as King notes, this definition was simply a
codification of merchants’ customs. Prior to that “the bill was used for the
acknowledgement of indebtedness between merchants, as a simply 1.O.U., and even for
making payments to third parties, long before its existence was recognized by the law,
and long before there was any kind of discount market” (xvi). The discount market
consists of bills sold for the bill’s amount less a particular quantity of interest known as a
discount. Like interest, discount rates are calculated as a yearly percentage. See King
XVI11.

11 Suspension of the Bank Act meant suspending the ratio of note issue in excess
of 14 million pounds to gold, an action which typically had more effect on the perception
of credit than the availability of notes themselves.

12 This shift is largely responsible for the firm’s downfall, which I examine in
chapter four (275-77).
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13 That is not to say that fraud and busts were altogether a thing of the past, as the
failures of the City of Glasgow Bank in 1878 and the Liberator in 1892 make clear.

14 Gallagher’s earlier Industrial Reformation of the English Novel is also a useful
touchstone, as she ends in the midst of the 1860s. Gallagher maps the fading of the
industrial novel with a shift to a discourse on culture, and she uses Eliot’s Felix Holt, the
Radical (1865) as her fictional pivot and Matthew Arnold as its discursive counterpart,
which are linked to the increased fragmentation of class position by the extension of the
franchise. For Gallagher, Felix is a figure for pure culture, denuded of class, an example
of Arnold’s “class aliens” in Culture and Anarchy. Gallagher describes the fictional
critiques of industrialism as moral critiques that ask what is the proper (Christian)
response to industry. Gallagher formulates responses to this question in terms of free will
or social determinism, which pits political economic understanding and a willingness to
accept such economic laws as mandated by God a la Martineau against a Romantic
paternalistic understanding of human plenitude as part of a continuous natural hierarchy
that can be readily spotted in Coleridge, Carlyle, Ruskin, and Arnold.

15 Although Gagnier sidesteps Marx by lumping him into classical political
economy, it is interesting to note that she has in essence explicated an aside by Raymond
Williams: “What emerged in bourgeois economics as the ‘consumer’—the abstract figure
corresponding to the abstraction of (market and commodity) ‘production’—emerged in
cultural theory as ‘aesthetics’ and ‘the aesthetic response.”” See Williams 150.

16 1n this schematization, I have left to one side Norman Russell’s The Novelist
and Mammon (1986), one of the earliest turns toward the intersection of literature and
finance. Russell provides a useful overview of nineteenth century financial terminology
to provide historical explication of novels by Mrs. Gore (The Banker’s Wife), Dickens
(Little Dorrit), and Trollope (The Way We Live Now), as well as work by Charles Reade
and Disraeli. Russell’s work is not concerned with the articulation of finance in literature
so much as explaining the historical incidents that surround these novels.

17 In either side of this small divide, however, are substantially linkages with
feminist criticism. In comparing the construction of concepts, whether value in Gallagher,
taste in Gagnier, or representation in Poovey, the canon of political economists (e.g.
Adam Smith, T.R. Malthus, J.S. Mill, and W.S. Jevons) is contrasted with literary
representations of gender roles, an effect not only of the content of nineteenth century
literature but of a number of contemporary critical turns, combining new historicism,
feminist critique, and postcolonial criticism to emphasize the structural occlusions and
recompositions women confront in these texts. The feminization of poverty in the
twentieth and twenty-first century adds particular weight to such a focus even as it
struggles to delineate different cultural hegemonic structures in the disjunctive relations
of political economy and literature. Yet as recent historical research by George Robb,
Nancy Henry, and Timothy Alborn notes, the role of women in the world of Victorian
finance was significant, given their preponderance in accounts held in savings banks and
life insurance policies, as well as their ventures into joint stock shareholding, even as
their legal ability to represent themselves in the marketplace remained questionable at
best.17 While the critical focus on repressive constructions illuminates the many
difficulties that women faced during the period, our evolving understanding indicates that
such repressive strictures were part of a variegated set of economic roles that included a
multitude of agential strategies. I would argue that just as critical theory has shifted from
deconstruction’s ethical focus on the occlusion of alterity toward the political focus on
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the interrelation of events, subjects, and singularities, Victorian studies can benefit from
added attention to the construction of collective subjects.

18 See for example Rose.

19 For example, behavioral economics—which throws into question the
rationality of agents—nonetheless asserts that it is a corollary for, as Wilkinson describes
it, “improving the explanatory power of economic theories by giving them a sounder
psychological basis” (29). Akerlof and Shiller make similar claims. Recently, Paul
Krugman noted that even “the New Keynesian models that have come to dominate
teaching and research assume that people are perflectly rational and financial markets are
perfectly efficient” (42)—a situation that is largely due to the hegemony of neoclassical
mathematical models that demand equilibrium in order to function. On a more disturbing
note, Ryan Grim has noted the importance of the Federal Reserve in funding the
academic economists and their publications, which has led to a system in which the
monetarist policies that catapulted the Fed to its status as global economic arbiter have
become unquestionable within the academic economics community.

20 Not only that, Marxists like Michel Aglietta, Antonio Negri, and Ernest
Mandel saw Keynes as a response to capitalist crisis that bore a debt to Marx. For
instance, Mandel lays out what seems to be the widely accepted Marxist view of Keynes:
Keynes’s macroeconomics may be useful, but his attempts to save capitalism from crises
not only lead to economic stagnation but his pump-priming techniques tended to toward
investment in armaments that implicitly link the Welfare state with a military-industrial
fascism (cf. Mandel 537-539; 719-720).

21 For example, Lyotard’s discussion of Marx in The Differend shifts almost
immediately from quoting Marx’s “Critique of Hegel’s Philosophy of Law,” which
precedes Marx’s discovery of surplus-value by about 12 years, to disputes between Lenin
and Luxemburg as a kind of stand-in for concerns about the party and Stalinism (172-73).

22 For an account of Deleuze’s use of Peirce, see Colebrooke 60-63.

23 This shift has two implicit aspects: the growth of working class consumption as
an integral component of the capitalist economy—something most clearly worked out by
the Regulation school—and the rise of an antagonistic relation to such instrumentalized
consumption in the 1960s. This leads to an attempt to reclaim the consumption of use-
values as an activity outside of capitalist exchange, a shift that led almost inexorably to
the body as a counter-power to caital, and the construction of an antagonistic collective,
productive, and lived time to the rationality of capitalist time. Negri points out in The
Constitution of Time that “the whole of 1960s communist philosophy attempts to embody
the realm of ends, to concretize the ideal of reason after the fall of the subject” (Negri
2003, 99). It did this by focusing on the body, a form of “collective corporeality as
constitution of individuality” (ibid.).

24 Derrida’s relationship with Marx is reminiscent of Lacan’s discussions of Marx
in Seminar XVII. Lacan uses Hegel’s master/slave dialectic to describe a situation in
which the production of surplus-value is inextricable from the production of subjectivity:
the master exposes himself to death while expropriating the slave’s body, yet in the
process the master gives up his jouissance, which the slave retains. The master, by giving
an order, begins the production process by instantiating the realm of the signifier, which
leads the slave to render to the master what Lacan calls the slave’s “surplus jouissance”
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(107). This structural aspect resonates with Derrida’s work (as does Lacan’s work on
alethosphere, the place where science’s creations exist as “nothing more than the effect of
a formalized truth” [161]). But Lacan points out the specifically historical nature of this
relationship: because “nobody knows what to do with this surplus jouissance” (175) until
“something changed in the master’s discourse at a certain point in history” so “that on a
certain day surplus jouissance became calculable, could be counted, totalized” (177).
That is to say, there is a historical shift in the dominant form of discourse from the
“master’s discourse” to the “university discourse,” which raises the calculable to an
authoritative and unchecked position. This is why, for example, Lacan writes in a claim
that augurs the notion of immaterial labor and its relation to the lumpenproletariat that
“the student is not displaced in feeling a brother, as they say, not of the proletariat but of
the lumpenproletariat” (190).

25 Lyotard, for example, is clearly grappling with the increasingly importance of
credit to global capital in The Differend, and his account, while following much of
Marx’s work in Grundrisse, is quite confused about the role of credit in capital, and its
relation to money. At one point, he argues that “the time of the exchanges during which
the money is thereby blocked in the form of credit is so much time lost in relation to
effective exhanges (Zic et nunc), just as when it is blocked during production” (176). Yet
credit’s role is precisely to smooth exchange and allow production to continue
uninterrupted. Indeed, when Lyotard contrasts debts that “must be canceled and quickly”
to narratives, whch “must be recognized, honored, and deferred” (178), he misses entirely
the intersection of narratives and debts that occurs in credit, which incurs debts that are
precisely those that must be recognized, honored, and deferred. It is only when these
debt-narratives are thrown into question, as in a crisis, that they interrupt production.

26 Tt is useful to note that Derrida’s engagement with Marx manages to engage
with an important question, even if Derrida seems unable to formulate it properly. As
Negri points out, Derrida comes close to the post-Marxian concept of value production
beyond labor time with his insistent reading of “out of joint,” yet remains ““a prisoner of
the ontology he critiques” (13) even as he falls back on the promise of the gift, here given
in religious terminology, as a kind of messianism, a promise of a beyond that nonetheless
remains out of reach (Negri 1999).

27 Moreover, McCloskey’s note on the limited ramifications of her critique in
Rhetoric makes clear her commitment to the Chicago school. The subject of Rhetoric is a
critique to help the science of economics evaluate itself: “It seems on the face of it a
reasonable hypothesis that economists are like other people in being talkers who desire
listeners when they go to the library or the computer center as much as when they go to
the office or the polling booth. The purpose here is to see if this is true, and to see if it is
useful: to study the rhetoric of economic science. The subject is science. It is not the
economy, or the adequacy of economic theory as a description of the economy, or even
mainly the economists role in the economy. The subject is the conversation economists
have among themselves, for the purposes of persuading each other that the interest
elasticity of demand for investment is zero or that the money supply is controlled by the
Federal Reserve” (xx).

28 For example, Lee Erickson’s “classical free-market economic analysis of the
early-nineteenth-century English literary market” (5) puts forward generally acceptable
readings of the effects of the publishing industry on literary production, yet he insists
upon couching it in language that is hilariously strident and patently offensive: “There are
still some who refuse to read Adam Smith and believe in Marxist economics, in much the
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same way, | think, as there are still those who refuse to read Darwin and believe in
creationism” (17). Such a sentence is particularly hilarious considering the vulgar
marginal utility theory Erickson uses throughout his work, one which insists upon the
problematic terminology of pleasure and desire—a terminology that dates back to
Jevons’ work in 1871, but that is absent in Menger’s work of the same year—to describe
the marginal rate of utility rather than the now generally accepted locution “marginal rate
of substitution.” This may seem a niggling point, but Erickson maps the marginal utility
notion of pleasure or desire directly on to the pleasure readers take from a text, a move
that “substitution” would prohibit while arguably strengthening his readings by allowing
him to consider the behavior of consumers from a more nuanced position than a typical
supply-side economics reading would allow.

29 With the 2007 mortgage crisis and the 2008 credit crisis, however, it has
become somewhat fashionable to dust off J.M. Keynes, albeit with a wink and a shrug.
The New York Times provides a useful case study. Omitting the references made by
economist Paul Krugman, which are too numerous to list, the NYT has run a number of
feature pieces on Keynes recently. See Lohr, Mankiw 2008, Mankiw 2009, Skidelsky,
Bernstein, and “Wild Animal Spirits.”

30 As Boyd Hilton notes in his work on evangelical political economy, the
evangelical arguments against Say’s law grew out of the intersection of sexual
reproduction and economic reproduction: Chalmers argued that “just as overpopulation
causes low wages and starvation, so a ‘supersaturation of capital’ lowers profits and leads
to bankruptcies. In effect, what Chalmers was doing was to transform Malthus’s long-run
stagnation thesis into an explanation of business cycles” (Hilton 119). Keynes’s work on
Malthus not only appears in Essays in Biography as Hilton notes but also briefly in his
General Theory (362-364).

31 The question of the relation between price, profit, interest, and value forms the
heart of the “transformation problem,” i.e. the problem of transforming Marx’s “value”
into market prices. Marx’s work on this issue in Capital 3 has been the subject of critique
since its publication in the late nineteenth century when Bohm-Bawerk claimed that
Marx’s value bore no relation to profit. In 1904, Rudolf Hilferding addressed B6hm-
Bawerk at length, arguing that his approach overlooked Marx’s engagement with social
production and placed undue emphasis on labor as the source of value. By reading labor
as subjective sacrifice—a view common to the marginal school and growing out of
classical political economy—Bohm-Bawerk’s use of a personal estimation of value
demands that all items be exchanged against a personal subjective sense of the amount of
labor it would cost an individual to create such an item (entirely true, insofar as marginal
utility theory is concerned). Hilferding points out that labor is intrinsic to a good, but that
a good’s exchangeability is extrinsic and dependent upon social circumstance. Ernest
Mandel mounts a similar argument in Marxist Economic Theory, which sees the
transformation problem as a mere misunderstanding of Marx’s emphasis. The problem
persists, though not in the form of the Bohm-Bawerk critique. Where Bohm-Bawerk
claimed Marx’s claims were inconsistent between Capital 1 and Capital 3, the
contemporary contretemps focuses on the problem of an inconsistency internal to Marx’s
work in Capital 3. Marxist economists split between three differing schools of thought,
often shorthanded as the New Interpretation (NI), the simultaneous single system
interpretation (SSSI), and the temporal single system interpretation (TSSI). The NI and
SSSI both maintain simultaneous physicalist valuation of inputs and outputs, essentially
attempting to extend and revise the work of earlier Marxist revisionary economists like
Bortkiewicz and later Paul Sweezy. TSSI theorist Andrew Kliman has recently argued
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that such approaches effectively undercut any understanding of Marx’s theory by an
assumption that makes the law of the tendential fall of the rate of profit nonsensical.
Kliman’s defense of Marx’s work as a totality includes Marx’s theory of the falling rate
of profit not as the cataclysm Marx’s readers often portray it (e.g. Ernest Mandel), but
rather as a problem that leads to crises of overproduction and failures of effective
demand. The audience for Kliman’s work is less the Marxist intellectual than the garden
variety economist since their inability to comprehend Marx’s argument seems due to their
attempts to formalize Marx’s claims before understanding their logic. Marx’s work is
essentially an examination of a central disequilibrium in economic reality that economic
thought misses—indeed, the only way to understand many of Marx’s equations is to
assume they are not reversible and hence not equal. Physicalist assumptions on the part
of contemporary Marxist economists who refuse to engage with the law of the tendential
fall of profit assume a spurious equality in their construction of their equations.
Interestingly, the central problem that most economists use to argue against Marx—that
value does not translate directly into profit—generally occurs alongside mention of the
fact that this is not the case when the organic composition of capital is the same across
industries or when there is only variable capital involved, precisely the two instances that
provide the baseline for Marx’s work on the equalization of the distribution of surplus-
value via profit. Regulation school economists differ on their interpretation: Aglietta
recasts the problem as a tendency toward uneven development between departments I and
IT (355-356), while Harvey sides with Sweezey yet underlines the central problem as one
of over-accumulation, thus reinforcing Aglietta’s stance that crises represent a
contradiction between the falling rate of profit in production and lack of demand (195-6).
See Hilferding; Kliman; Harvey 2006; Aglietta.

32 Interestingly, Jean Frangois Lyotard takes note of this section in Libidinal
Economy, but it reduces him to incoherence. Lyotard refuses to see a contradiction within
a regime of production in which social knowledge is responsible for the majority of
production but still paying its workers using a wage based on time worked. Instead,
Lyotard claims such a situation only exists for Marx since it is only Marx who is
concerned with production (148). This must come as happy news for wage earners in
post-modernity. After sputtering for a paragraph, though, Lyotard returns to what he
notes as “an inequality or a difference of potential somewhere in the system” (149)—a
precursor to his notion of the differend—which is precisely what Marx describes in this
contradiction: a difference between regimes of valuation that not only operates a wrong
on the workers but a wrong that is increasingly obvious to all who enter into the phrasal
network of capital.

33 Adorno was likely unaware of Marx’s work in the Grundrisse at the time of
Minimal Moralia (1951), as the manuscripts were first made available to a wide audience
in 1953. His stance in the later essay reiterates many of the points from MM, including
his use of Schoepenhauer, and makes no mention of the passages from the Grundrisse.
See Marx 1973, 7.

34 A recent book on cinema by Jonathan Beller makes this especially clear. While
Beller begins from the assumption that looking has become a primary form of social
production, he nonetheless maintains that such looking is bound into an exploitive
relationship with capital. The notion that the specular relationship must be productive
first before capital can attempt to exploit it is nonexistent for Beller, a turn of events that
is particularly strange considering that Gilles Deleuze’s well known work on cinema—
which he cites—is premised upon the primary productiveness of cinema as the
construction of new modes of thought and sociality (Deleuze 1986). This is not to
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undercut the extent to which cinema is implicated in capitalist processes of production,
but to consider that reducing its production of social relations to a state of simple
parasitism is reactionary at best.

35 It is important to note that the first wave of autonomia and the later work of
operare Marxists were focused on the problems of underdevelopment generated by
Keynesian economic policies in Italy. Their engagement with free market policies came
during the 1970s as Italy began to experiment with neo-classical models. See Negri’s
early essays on Keynes in Hardt and Negri 1997, as well as Virno et. al. in Virno and
Hardt 1996.

36 One should note that Negri first presented the contents of Marx Beyond Marx
in Paris, in a series of seminars organized by Althusser. The failure of Althusser’s notion
of semi-autonomy is brought forward by Laclau and Mouffe in their argument that the
deconstructive ramifications of Althusserian over-determination are expressly limited by
his reliance on economic determinism in the final instance. See Laclau and Mouffe 98-
99.

37 Deleuze and Guattari put forward a similar argument in 4 Thousand Plateaus,
labeling capital an “apparatus of capture” for its creation of relationships between
potential agents of expression that could then be read as tertiary value signs. Michel
Foucault’s well-known theoretization of the primacy of resistance in History of Sexuality,
Vol. 1 is similarly derived from Deleuze, and it becomes Hardt and Negri’s preferred
exposition in Empire, Multitude, and Commonwealth (where Foucault’s notion of the
biopolitical event is central to the exposition of their argument). Negri’s work also elicits
another aspect of Deleuzian philosophy, that of the manner in which, as Deleuze
describes in Difference and Repetition, “every phenomenon flashes in a signal-sign
system” (222). Deleuze uses this system to describe how communication between
heterogeneous series can create phenomenal effects via an “asymmetrical synthesis”
(244). While this creation of signs between series expresses the movement from firstness
to secondness in Deleuze, this approach resonates with the asymmetry between capital
and labor in the production process given the exponential growth of fixed capital under a
regime of relative surplus-value.

38 Deleuze and Guattari do not work from a similar position of antagonism, but
rather from the activation of different potentialities within desiring production.
Capitalism is a particular expression of potentialities within desiring production that can
be taken to a variety of different intensities, e.g. consumer capitalism, fascism,
Communism, and even their axiomatic deduction of the primacy of resistance does not
ensure that resistance tends toward collectivity. When Negri tries to take up similar
questions in Kairos, Alma Venus, Multitudio, his answers are not nearly so supple or open
to multiple subject positions. See Deleuze and Guattari 1972, and Negri 2003.

39 In addition to his attempt to theorize the author’s role in production in “The
Author as Producer,” Benjamin’s work on the nineteenth century and Baudelaire is in
essence a meditation on the subsumption of authorship by capitalist production. Adorno
responded to Benjamin’s early draft of the Baudelaire piece by arguing that Benjamin
lacked any sense of mediation, in essence amalgamating capitalist production directly
into authorial production. While there is certainly a grain of truth to Adorno’s reading, it
also highlights Adorno’s refusal to recognize a potential production of knowledge that
was not completely determined by capital. See Benjamin 2003a 768-782; Benjamin
2003b 99-115, 200-214, 313-355.
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40 Without a doubt, Michel Foucault looms in the background of all such work
given his engagement with process of subjectivation and the emergence of biopolitics in
Discipline and Punish as well as History of Sexuality, but I would argue that his overall
methodology puts into practice the work of Gilles Deleuze. This is discernible from their
early interplay, from Deleuze’s use of Foucault’s description of the classical world of
representation from The Order of Things (Deleuze 1994, 262) to Foucault’s description
of a coming analysis that combines psychoanalysis and ethnology in the pivotal chapter
on the human sciences in The Order of Things (379-380), which clearly evokes Deleuze
and Guattari’s Anti-Oedipus, not to mention Deleuze’s post-humous account of
Foucault’s philosophy in Foucault.

41 For a primer on the differences between Badiou and Deleuze, see Francious
Wahl’s 1992 preface to Conditions, which draws extensively on Deleuze’s formalizations
in What is Philosophy? and Badiou’s Being and Event. After Deleuze’s death, Badiou
wrote his own elaboration on the topic in Badiou 2009.
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CHAPTER 1: “THE SHAPE OF CREDIT”:
IMAGINATION, SPECULATION, AND LANGUAGE IN
NOSTROMO

Joseph Conrad’s Nostromo tends to elicit two kinds of responses from its critical
readers: they either attempt to untangle its narrative or they privilege its rhetorical
opacity. Such responses are in part an effect of the novel’s distended presentation of
events. The novel is littered with characters and narrated through a series of temporal
loops, and this makes its historical trajectory anything but transparent. Attempts to pin
down the novel’s content straiten its narrative into historical timelines, map its actions
across the imaginary topography of Costaguano, and turn its opacity into figures provided
by the text’s source material or Conrad’s own political views.! By contrast, influential
readers like Frederic Jameson, Eloise Knapp Hay, and Pamela Demory engage the
novel’s proto-modernist opacity as its own figuration of history, from Hay’s reading of
the novel as a fable of imperial politics, to Jameson’s as a reification of the romance
narrative, or Demory’s as an allegory of the irreducible nature of the historical event.
Critics, caught between these poles, often lose sight of the novel’s narrative dynamic. I
would argue that this dynamic is constitutively tied to the novel’s fascination with the
world market taking shape around it, most especially the subjective effects of credit’s
signifying mechanisms brought by the market’s arrival. While the text’s narration
displays the increasingly dense set of social relations made possible by global capital, its
construction of character explores the isolating subjective effects that paradoxically
accompany this newly integrated world as its titular character falls into opportunism to
survive and is finally undone by the machinations that he undertakes first to protect and
then to steal the mine’s silver.

The novel’s narrative traces the Gould silver mining concession’s defense of its

“material interests” (Conrad 1904, 100)--a process that socially and politically
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reorganizes Costaguano by embedding it in the world market--and its anachronic
presentation figures Marx’s claim that “the true nature of capital emerges only at the end
of the second cycle [of production and circulation]” (Marx 1971, 514). In Nostromo,
narrative economy and political economy form a unique dynamic of repetition as material
interests subsume Sulaco’s economy into the credit-based economy of the world market.
This intersection of political and narrative economies inflects the novel’s rhetorical
texture and drives its plotting and characterization. Decoud’s declaration that the mine’s
latest load of silver should be sent to the mine’s American backers ahead of an invading
rebel army exemplifies this narrative dynamic of subsumption: “Let it come down so that
it may go north and return to us in the shape of credit” (Conrad 1904, 204). Although my
methodology in this essay combines narrative theory’s attention to the production of plot
and character with Marxism’s critique of political economy, this is not to homologize
narrative theory and political economy into a single “literary” economy but rather to
explore their intersections as encounters between mechanisms of social interaction and
calibration that have become blurred and intertwined. By addressing the novel’s
rhetorical constructions of temporality alongside its thematic descriptions of characters
who put their life-stories to economic ends, I will examine the novel’s means of
composing collective subjects within and through text. In this way, my argument
combines insight into the novel’s historicity and its rhetorical opacity in order to
demonstrate the novel’s engagement with economic crises and subjective tactics that are
specific to the period of its writing and yet still relevant today. In particular, the novel’s
use of the imagination to create a kind of immaterial labor will demonstrate the relation
of finance capital’s subsumption of local economies and the creation of hegemonic
identifications within the narrative.

In its account of the mine’s increasing reliance on credit, Nostromo’s narrative
engages with global capital as a kind of collective subject. The novel’s transnational

perspective mirrors Conrad’s own: a Polish expatriate in Britain, mining books about
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South American economic development to construct a conflicted critique of imperial
progress. Jocelyn Baines and Eloise Knapp Hay have documented Conrad’s sources,
from G.F. Masterman’s Seven Eventful Years in Paraguay to Edward B. Eastwick’s
Venezuela, and Colombian statesman S. Perez Triana’s Down the Orinoco. Triana
provided the novel’s idealism, Eastwick its conservative voice, and Masterman its setting
and characterization (Hay 268-274). The novel’s global perspective and thematics,
however, coincide with the 1890 collapse of Argentina’s economy. Under President
Juarez Celman, the Argentine government financed infrastructure projects on the London
bond market, which, in a classic intersection of imperial policy and finance, was hungry
for foreign investment opportunities. Gold was reserved for export to service the
government’s international debts, and paper currency, ostensibly backed by gold, was
issued for internal use. When a dropping balance of trade in 1889 threatened the
government’s ability to service its debt, Celman declared paper currency inconvertible
and investors scrambled for gold as the currency deflated. Philip Ziegler notes that during
the crisis, the gold premium leapt from “1180 to 165 in a single day” (242).2 According
to historian Colin MacLachlan, this situation continued through the 1890s with an
eventual rise to “257 percent in 1894” (MacLachlan 38). In 1890, Celman blamed
speculators for this development, closed the stock market, and paid “domestic holders of
silver-backed peso debt with depreciated paper money” (ibid.). This move further
angered the investing class, and subsequent economic unrest led to a coup in a series of
resonant events for the plot of Nostromo: the Navy deposed Celman for his business
friendly vice-president Carlos Pellegrini, who was then defeated in elections by an even
more business friendly rival. The span of Argentina’s currency troubles--from 1888 to
1890--also closely map the dates in Cedric Watts’ scrupulous timeline of the novel’s
events, from Riberia’s 1888 installation, to Montero’s 1889 revolt, and the 1890

revolution (62).3
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Moreover, Argentina’s currency problems also threatened the global financial
system. London’s Barings Brothers Bank, deeply enmeshed in imperial finance, was a
major Argentine investor. W.T.C. King argued that Barings’s Argentine over-extension
was part of a systemic culmination of “a five year wave of rising prices, of stock
exchange and company speculation, and over-investment in illiquid and distant
securities” (306). Such expansive attitudes toward distant securities had, for example, left
Barings holding over ninety percent of the shares of the ill-fated Buenos Aires Water
Supply and Drainage Company that it had offered for sale in 1888, which left the bank
heavily reliant on the Argentine government’s payment of dividends (Kynaston 426). Yet
the collapse of Argentina’s currency and government not only threatened Barings with
bankruptcy, but also, due to the system-wide expansion of international exchange and
speculation, threatened to set off a chain of bankruptcies via Barings that could culminate
in a run on the Bank of England’s gold reserves. The ensuing crisis firmly established
centralized banking policy in Great Britain as the Bank of England used its position as
Britain’s lender of last resort to intercede directly on Barings’s behalf. The Bank quelled
the credit crisis by creating a guarantee fund of £17 million for Barings, in part through
collections from the City’s other leading banks.# This crisis, the Panic of 1890, marked a
moment in which British finance capitalists became aware of their shared interests as a
class, what one might call the emergence of a form of class-consciousness in finance.
King wrote of the Bank’s ability to orchestrate such a coordinated response: “The banks
had grasped the fundamental truth that the interests of one were the interests of all; that
the failures of one would precipitate a crisis from which none could escape” (308).
Anecdotally, this change in attitude is perhaps best illustrated by the fact that even the
normally truculent Nathan Rothschild agreed to contribute (Kynaston 433). The effort,
however, extended through the world of international finance with the Bank receiving
funds from the Russians as well as the Bank of France (which was also via the

Rothschilds) (MacLachlan 39). Furthermore, the Bank used its leading position to
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negotiate Argentina’s debt payments to Barings at terms that crippled the country for
years (Cain and Hopkins 295).

Such historicizing does not so much explain the novel’s events as set the scene for
its creative engagement with the world market. While Luz Elena Ramirez examines the
contours of South American history in Nostromo as an example of “Americanist
literature” that “exposes and centralizes the frailties and contradictions of empire” (93), I
would argue that the narrative’s resonance with an international credit crisis raises the
contradictions of empire to a level that exceeds the novel’s historical moment.> The
novel’s political economy extends beyond a vulgar thematics of class-consciousness to
examine the potential composition of collective subjects through rhetorical means. That is
to say, the novel reveals in its narration a constitutive bond between rhetoric and
collective subjects through its engagement with the instrumentalization of language.
Aaron Fogel touches on this intersection of the economic and rhetorical in his account of
Nostromo with the paired figures of “silence” and “silver.” Fogel notes that both serve as
the weapons of a dependent people, silence as a passive component of social dialogue,
and silver as the metal advocated in the late nineteenth-century for the democratization of
circulation against gold’s hegemony on the world market.® In contrast to Fogel’s
deconstructive focus on alterity and exclusion, however, my approach is more attentive to
the novel’s construction of hegemony and its potential for modes of subjective
recomposition.

On the one hand, Nostromo’s narrative turns its conjunction of economics and
rhetoric in the dual circulations of silver and language into a means for exploring the
relation between international finance and its credit-signifiers. On the other hand, this
conjunction of the economic and rhetorical also leads to a confrontation with the Marxist
concept of immaterial labor. This is not because the text is filled with laborers caught up
in the production and manipulation of language, signs, and affects, although it has a few

(for example, Decoud, who as a journalist produces propaganda for the mine, and
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Monygham, who does not produce a commodity but rather provides a form of affect-
based service labor in his role as the mine’s physician). Rather, the text confronts the
question of immaterial labor because the arrival of capital and the world market in
Costaguano brings with it the entrepreneurial use of intellect and its imaginative faculties
that marks the immaterial laborer. In describing the phenomenological contours and
emotional tonalities of this labor, Paolo Virno dubs the improvisatory worker who

manipulates language signs and affects “the opportunist”:”’

The opportunist confronts a flux of interchangeable possibilities,
keeping open as many as possible, turning to the closest and
swerving unpredictably from one to the other. [...] The possible,
against which the opportunist is measured, is utterly disincarnate.
Although the possible may take on this or that particular guise, it is
essentially the pure abstraction of opportunity--not an opportunity
for something, but rather opportunity without content, like the odds
faced by a gambler. (Virno “Ambivalence,” 16-17)

For Virno, this kind of work occurs in a world that is “colored by fear and secretes
cynicism” (17): as the fear generated by economic insecurity becomes a motivating factor
of production, the opportunist becomes cynical, manipulating rules and conventions to
keep possibilities open while falling into a comforting and “unrestrained sentimentalism”
(18). Driven by fear, the opportunist retreats into sentimentality to shield himself from
the ramifications of his own cynical exploitation of the rules.

In his conjunction of opportunism, cynicism, and fear, Nostromo, the head of
Sulaco’s longshoremen, typifies the opportunist in his shifting strategies to secure the
mine’s silver. Nostromo tells Decoud that his “reputation [...] is bound up with the fate of
this silver” (Conrad 1904, 261) as he pilots the lighter toward its rendezvous with a
passing frigate and before refusing to abandon everything to the sea after Sotillo
sideswipes them. However, when confronted by the possibility that the revolution may
leave him destitute, Nostromo begins to see his improvisations to save the silver and his
carefully constructed reputation as pointless. The indifference of Dr. Monygham and the

Goulds to the silver’s fate exacerbates this feeling, and Nostromo’s fear of poverty leads
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“the incorruptible Capataz de cargadores™ (219) to the cynical determination to use his
reputation to grow rich. In the novel’s third part, Nostromo instrumentalizes his identity,
and he begins to use the name of Fidanza, as though mocking himself for using his
reputed fidelity to steal. Nostromo’s love triangle with the “pliable, silent” Giselle and
Linda, who is “all fire and words™ (433), reveals his drive to keep open as many
possibilities as he can, while his alienation of self into the materiality of silver means that
when he is kept from speaking of the silver on his death bed, he dies “without a word or a
moan” (462).

Opportunism also has formal ramifications in the text as Virno’s “pure
abstraction of opportunity” becomes a literal structuring of possibility’s abstraction: it
reframes the events in the gulf as an allegory of the movement from a local material
economy embodied by silver to a global economy premised on credit, and this abstraction
of opportunity is reiterated in Nostromo’s shift from the language of vanity to the
economically-inflected language of the immaterial laborer. In this way, the novel
effectively describes capital’s reorganization of society through crisis in subjective terms.
Nostromo and Decoud, in their failure to either transport the silver to the frigate or lose it
in the sea, confront themselves and the silver as a conjunction of signs and abject
materiality, the one available to repudiation or use, the other to be eliminated. While
credit stitches Sulaco into the fabric of the world market, the excrescent load of silver and
the men who come into contact with it become spectral signs like the Azuera ghosts who
haunt the silver, their existence emptied from the new credit-savvy world as they become

names in a national history.

“Innumerable Josés, Manuels, Ignacios”: Capital, Class,

and Credit
Given the novel’s economic content, Marx’s work on the role of the production of

precious metals in the world market is particularly useful. For Marx, precious metal
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production’s unique position in circulation is due to its ability to embody exploitation
directly as money.8 Marx argued that capital’s accumulation not only depended on
production’s extraction of surplus-labor but circulation’s transformation of this congealed
surplus into money. With relatively stable prices, the amount of money in circulation

would need to increase in order to realize any newly produced surplus-value:

The surplus-value spent by the capitalists in money, as well as the
variable and other productive capital which they advance in
money, is in fact the product of the workers, in particular of those
workers occupied in gold production. These produce afresh both
the part of the gold product that is ‘advanced’ to them as wages,
and the part of the gold product in which the surplus-value of the
capitalist gold producers is directly represented. (Marx 1978, 412)

For Marx, only the surplus-labor of precious metal production can bypass circulation
because such labor “directly” reproduces both the invested capital and the surplus-value
produced in monetary form. This immediate monetary realization of surplus-value makes
the exploitation of precious metal miners the basis for a total increase in the monetary
supply necessary to expand labor’s exploitation as a whole.

Marx’s emphasis on the production of money’s material substance, however, is
part of an argumentative reduction that precedes his discussion of the historical
interdependence of capitalist production and credit mechanisms.® While the
intensification and expansion of production is “dependent on the extent of the money
capital which the individual capitalist has at his disposal,” Marx explains, “this limit is
overcome by the credit system and the forms of association related to it, e.g. joint stock
companies” (433). Credit intensifies capital’s circulation by virtualizing its transmission
and expanding its supply while the joint stock company increases the total amount of
capital available to enterprises by socializing ownership under private property. Although
merchant banks like Barings dominated imperial finance until 1914, Britain’s
deregulation of the limited liability joint stock company with the Companies Act of 1862
set the stage for international finance, and such companies were central to the

development of London’s credit markets thereafter. By the late nineteenth century, the
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London bill market, which had once served to redistribute capital from agricultural
country banks to industry, had shifted its focus from the internal circulation of Britain’s
wealth to its foreign dissemination through international bills.10 While these bills
provided international production and national infrastructure projects with credit,
balances of trade were still paid in precious metal, as Argentina’s situation illustrates.
MacLachlan remarks that in the decade after the 1890 panic Argentina exported 160
million gold pesos to creditors, and service on the country’s debt during the next decade
required £4 million of gold annually (39). The imperialist era in large part depended upon
this complex interrelation of material moneys and international credit between developed
and developing markets--a tension between credit money as a mechanism of exchange
subject to inflation and deflation, and material money as an international measure of
value. In 1899, Rosa Luxemburg elaborated Marx’s discussion of credit: she argued that
while credit “renders capitalist forces extendable, relative, and sensitive to the highest
degree,” it also “facilitates and aggravates crises, which are nothing but the periodic
collisions of the contradictory forces of the capitalist economy” (135). That is to say,
credit’s intensification of capitalist production reveals and exacerbates capital’s internal
contradictions. Rudolf Hilferding argued that this expansion of credit and speculative
markets was merely a way for capital to ensure that fictitious capital, whether shares,
bonds, or bills, were always able to convert into ready cash—in effect a particular
specialization in the sphere of circulation. Yet in Hilferding’s view, the centralization
affected by large corporations made such markets of less importance as finance and
industrial production became increasingly intertwined, execpt insofar as crises made
convertibility—the problem speculative markets were meant to solve—more difficult.
In Nostromo, credit’s arrival exemplifies such claims and brings Costaguano’s
political and economic contradictions to a head. The concessions demanded by credit
lead to various reforms in Costaguano, first economically by legitimating and reforming

the nation’s labor practices to suit the mine’s needs, then politically by restructuring the
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government. Yet these reforms push the native population to revolt, and the mine’s
subsequent counter-revolution reorganizes Sulaco, the coastal city adjacent to the mine,
as an independent nation to suit its economic demands. The preceding political turmoil
forms a mass response to credit’s arrival both in the novel’s revolutionary coup and in the
role the native miners’ play in protecting Gould from it. Although the miners fight for
Gould against Montero and Sotillo, their protection comes at a high price for Gould:
class-consciousness. Prior to the revolution, the workers were unorganized. The mine had
been “worked in the early days mostly by means of lashes on the backs of slaves, [and]
its yield had been paid for in its own weight of human bones” (Conrad 1904, 75), and
under Gould it continued to employ natives willing to work for low wages, “innumerable
Josés, Manuels, Ignacios” whose dehumanized appearance in the aggregate, with “their
flat, joyless faces, [...] to Mrs. Gould looked all alike” (112). The arrival of credit
revolutionizes and reconstitutes an alliance between capital and the state by the
combining the Goulds’ interests with the new state of Sulaco, but credit also reconstitutes
the Josés, Manuels, and Ignacios into a new class, and gives them a recognizable form for
Mrs. Gould and the novel’s other European characters: workers. Though their mass
action defends the mine, the event is a perverse double of Montero’s rebellion, an
inversion of revolution that nonetheless marks their act as a kind of class composition.
After the revolution, Gould confronts “labor troubles™ (109), and the socialist agitation of
“the hater of capitalists” (460), who tries to procure a legacy from the dying Nostromo. In
its split between the political and economic, the miners’ mass action recomposes the
political struggle at the economic level.

Yet for all of the novel’s political and economic thematics, the tension between
exploitation and resistance enters the novel’s construction less as a tension between
classes than one between materialized money and immaterial sign. Note that the novel’s
shadowy communist figure is indifferent to this tension between money and credit signs,

and openly declares his attachment to money and its signifying machinations: he argues
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simply that “the rich must be fought with their own weapons” (462). Nostromo, however,
refuses to be a meditation on class-warfare. Instead, the text considers the subjective
effects that follow the subsumption of the local economy to the world market, from
money’s conversion into credit to the appearance of immaterial labor, a trajectory
mapped by the silver’s removal from Sulaco and Decoud’s death, to Nostromo’s
opportunist turn and death. While credit’s virtualization of circulation obscures subject
positions in production, its potentialization also opens autonomous spaces of subject