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Power in Numbers: Fetishes and Facts 
between Trollope and Law

Anat Rosenberg 

‘Total Sums Received’

Let us begin with Trollope’s summation of his professional achievements in 
An Autobiography:

Figure 22.1 Trollope’s earnings, from Chapter 20 of An Autobiography (vol. 2, 
Edinburgh and London: Blackwood, 1883). Courtesy of Trinity College, Cambridge.
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Trollope’s table posited an objectifi ed register, just the clear facts, reduced visually to 
a simple structure, easy to follow: which book, when, how much, what is the total. 
If these facts signify nothing else, he said, they signify hard work. And hard work 
produced some indisputable goods:

I have allotted myself so many pages a week. The average number has been about 
forty. It has been placed as low as twenty, and has risen to 112. And as a page is 
an ambiguous term, my page has been made to contain 250 words; and as words, 
if not watched, will have a tendency to straggle, I have had every word counted as 
I went. In the bargains I have made with publishers I have, – not, of course, with 
their knowledge, but in my own mind, – undertaken always to supply them with 
so many words, and I have never put a book out of hand short of the number by a 
single word. (A, ch. 7, p. 80) 

The prices in Trollope’s account are justifi ed by counted, objective elements of 
his work.

In associating prices with counted pages and words, Trollope’s register seems almost 
too precise a case of Marx’s theory of commodity fetishism. According to Marx, while 
commodities are nothing but incorporated labour, and hence an instance of social rela-
tions, the value of commodities is perceived as a function of their qualities: ‘the social 
character of men’s labour appears to them as an objective character stamped upon the 
product of that labour.’1 In this chapter I want to take a closer look at the fetishistic 
effect of Trollope’s representation of his novels in An Autobiography, and read it with 
processes which took place in this era in consumer law. I have a number of goals in 
mind, involving history and theory.

First, I seek to highlight historical processes of objectifi cation, particularly numeri-
cal objectifi cation, in Trollope and in consumer law in the late Victorian era. Each 
illuminates the other in relation to deep cultural currents. Trollope’s almost vulgar 
objectifi cation, which I will read closely, sheds light on similar but under-explored 
processes in law, while developments in law, which capture broader transformations, 
and which I will describe in broader strokes, illuminate the resonance of Trollope’s 
apparent idiosyncrasies. The processes I discuss involved fetishism and fact-ishism.

Theoretical and historical scholarship that examines the cultural signifi cance of 
fetishes and of facts reveals a joint problematic: both are processes of objectifi cation, 
which rely on an unstable distinction between the socially constructed and the real; 
both ultimately embody a tension between construction and reality. That problematic 
bears reminding at the outset; I therefore begin with a discussion of scholarship which 
engages with the tension. I then examine historical processes of objectifi cation in the 
late Victorian era – both fetish-making and fact-making – in Trollope and law. 

Second, in observing processes of objectifi cation, I suggest that theories of false con-
sciousness do not capture the historical occurrences at hand, which involved awareness 
of the sociality of evaluation. To understand these historical cases, both construction 
and reality need to be kept simultaneously in view: the processes of objectifi cation I 
examine were conducted with acute awareness of the sociality of evaluation. At the 
same time, they did involve an effort to separate the real from the socially constructed, 
an effort which should not be downplayed, as it sometimes is.2 Precisely the sociality of 
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evaluation motivated the effort to isolate the real from the socially constructed; both 
are part of the historical experience of objectifi cation. 

Finally, the attempts I examine are narrow enough to trace particular motivations, 
and move beyond explanations of objectifi cation as a response to somewhat abstract 
problems, such as a crisis of representation, the incomprehensibility of capitalist reali-
ties, fear of market unpredictability, or search for control. Objectifi cation, I suggest, 
was responsive to a historical concern about the power of new economic actors, the 
working classes and women,3 Britain’s traditional outliers, to affect the processes of 
capitalist evaluation. Precisely because facts and commodities alike were perceived as 
social, an effort was made to isolate certain constructs from further social shifting, and 
generate, as it were, a status quo.

From Fetishes versus Facts to Fetishes and Facts
The process of fetishisation described by Marx speaks to a conceptual closure whereby 
commodities become detached from the human, social processes that determine their 
value. One manner of reaching closure is by reducing social concreteness to inter-
changeable units of calculation, a process that mystifi es, that is, diverts attention from 
inequalities in the conditions of production to the object itself, by denying unique-
ness.4 Georg Lukács read Marx’s concept of commodity fetishism in this manner, and 
observed its relation to Weber’s account of rationality.5 From such a perspective, the 
locus of mystifi cation lies in the production of calculation, of numerical facts. Trol-
lope was moving in that direction; his register, read with his reports of the countable 
elements of his novels, used numerical representation, the paradigmatic modern fact, 
as Mary Poovey describes it in A History of the Modern Fact.6 He moved from the 
uniqueness of art, to hard facts, placing his labour at the forefront, and turning it into 
numbers.7 As Andrew Miller says, Trollope’s ‘habits appear to locate him fi rmly within 
a buffering Weberian scheme of bureaucratised subjectivity’.8

The fetishistic moment in An Autobiography’s calculative turn is complete when 
value is associated with objective features of the commodity. In Trollope’s account, 
pages and words offer not just an anchor of value but a minimal justifi cation for it. 
When the stream of income stabilises in his narrative, he explicitly explains prices as 
a minimal return for quantity: ‘From that time to this I have been paid at about that 
rate for my work, – £600 for the quantity contained in an ordinary novel-volume, – or 
£3000 for a long tale, published in twenty parts which is equal in length to fi ve such 
volumes’ (A, ch. 9, p. 106) (emphasis added).

The fetishistic effect is obvious in An Autobiography because the project of 
numerical rationalisation and commodity standardisation was pursued on textual 
art, a practice regarded as impervious to the rule of numbers. As Poovey recalls, 
fi gures of speech were the paradigmatic contrast to fi gures of arithmetic, as cultural 
value accrued to the latter. For heroes of modern factuality, fi ction, hyperbole and 
rhetoric were damning elements; numbers were dull in comparison to textual art, 
but numbers were associated with ‘incontrovertible facts’.9 Trollope, in other words, 
was working with the material least likely to bolster the project of the modern fact. 
Taking issue with criticisms levelled at him, he openly insisted that artists were like 
artisans, favouring shoemakers as his analogues, and that artistic production could 
be rationalised, indeed broken down to countable units and set apart from romantic 
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visions of artistic inspiration and from the heated question of aesthetic quality. In 
the concluding register of literary achievement, Trollope seemed to follow to the dot 
the agenda of the Statistical Society of London, which preferred ‘to employ fi gures 
and tabular exhibitions . . . because facts . . . are most briefl y and clearly stated in 
such forms’.10

In exercising numerical factuality on the least convincing case for it, the conver-
gence of effects between facts and fetishes becomes clear. An Autobiography offers a 
lucid example of a hard fact functioning like a fetish, that is, a denial of the sociality 
of things, their openness to politics, power, convention, dispute and diversity. It leads 
us to Bruno Latour’s analysis of the ‘Factish’, which posits a connection between facts 
and fetishes and challenges the object/subject dichotomy of modernity in terms that 
are illuminating for this chapter.

In On the Modern Cult of the Factish Gods, Latour implicitly takes issue with 
Marx’s commodity fetishism, and more broadly with the modern tendency in theoreti-
cal thought to move between two poles: constructivism (human-made) and realism 
(unconstructed, real). Facts, with which critical social theory chastises fetishists (as 
when fetishists are told that the value of their commodities is in fact determined by 
social relations), are no less constructed than fetishes, he points out. Modern thought 
has simultaneously created the idea of interiority and belief, which enables the notion 
of fetish, and the idea of exteriority and knowledge, which enables the realm of factu-
ality. For Latour, the important point is that fetishes and facts alike have effects in the 
world, and are in that sense autonomous entities – indeed, a world without intermedi-
aries between individuals and social structures would be impossible: mediating images 
make attachments (Latour’s term for relations) possible. But they are nonetheless con-
structs. Latour thus resists two extreme positions: either the subject controls the object 
(liberty), or the object controls the subject (alienation). Neither is tenable. 

The point I want to highlight is not the controversy about the loci of political 
action (do objects carry political agency too?), but rather the historical convergence 
in modernity between commodity fetishes and facts around a single problematic: tell-
ing apart the constructed from the real. Like commodity fetishism, the treatment of 
factuality involves an attribution of reality to constructs, which isolates them from the 
human action at their basis. In both cases, there is no need to deny the power of objects 
in order to see that the denial of social construction is bound to reach a dead end.

While Latour speaks at a high level of abstraction, Poovey’s work gives us a con-
crete analysis of British history supporting his insights, showing how the modern fact 
embodies the tension between construction and reality.11 In Poovey’s account, sepa-
rating the constructed from the real was an effort to tell apart interpretation and 
description. This conundrum is the heart of the modern fact, and has never been sur-
mounted; Poovey traces the fragile efforts to sustain it in sciences of wealth and soci-
ety. Numbers, as noted, are particularly important in her narrative, from double-entry 
bookkeeping to modern statistics: they are the paradigm of the modern fact ‘because 
they have come to seem preinterpretive or . . . noninterpretive at the same time that 
they have become the bedrock of systematic knowledge’.12 The history of modernity, 
which leads Poovey into the fi rst decades of the nineteenth century, was a process of 
problematising the confl uence of interpretation and description, and then trying to 
separate them, and in particular to see numbers as impartial descriptions which could 
erase interest and politics. Poovey’s history reveals how numerical factuality shared 

5895_Van Dam et al.indd   3475895_Van Dam et al.indd   347 08/10/18   12:01 PM08/10/18   12:01 PM



348 anat rosenberg 

with commodity fetishism the same problematic of isolating objects, giving them the 
status of the unconstructed real.

This scholarship points to the shared problematic of fetishes and facts, around the 
tension between social contruction and reality. I start, then, by examining historical 
processes of objectifi cation in the late Victorian era, fetish-making and fact-making, 
in Trollope and law. In both, objectifying moves were set against the sociality of 
evaluation. After examining these processes, I will turn to the historical motivations 
behind objectifi cation. 

The Sociality of Numerical Facts and Fetishes – in Trollope
Trollope’s counted quantities, sold to publishers in a secret deal known only to himself, 
solved a two-pronged diffi culty with the economic evaluation of his books: evaluation 
was disconnected from Trollope’s idea of artistic truth, and was also wildly unpredict-
able, thoroughly contextualised, unanchored in factors which could provide a consis-
tent, formally rational, account of value.

Trollope articulated an idea of artistic truth in a well-known passage in An Auto-
biography, where he distinguished between ‘a confi dence in facts, and a confi dence 
in vision’. While only the former is a matter of ‘information’ and relies on ‘a rock 
of fact’, both are orders of truth, hence ‘[e]ither may be false . . . as also may either 
be steadfastly true’ (A, ch. 7, pp. 86–7). This was an apology for a travel book (The 
West Indies and the Spanish Main), but Trollope located his art in the realm of vision 
more broadly, and developed a theory of aesthetic merit.13 The books’ economic value, 
meanwhile, seemed to have little to do with either order of truth, a point most obvious 
in Trollope’s organisation of An Autobiography around the distinction between the 
books’ artistic merits and their sale price. 

Narrating the history of one book after another, An Autobiography repeats a plot 
of separation: Trollope reported the pecuniary results of each sale, and commented on 
the work’s artistic quality. There is a clear disconnect. Sums are associated with power 
struggles with publishers, Trollope’s reputational standing, and anecdotal events. His 
assessment of quality is fully separate from the price, as well as from subsequent mar-
ket fortunes. Here is one instance, dealing with three novels published in 1858–9:

I had then written The Three Clerks which, when I could not sell it to Messrs 
Longmans [who refused his demands], I took in the fi rst instance to Messrs Hurst 
& Blackett . . . I had made an appointment with one of the fi rm, which however 
that gentleman was unable to keep. I . . . had but one day in London in which to 
dispose of my manuscript . . . Thence I took The Three Clerks to Mr Bentley and 
on the same afternoon succeeded in selling it to him for £250 . . . the fi rm have 
I believe, done very well with the purchase. (A, ch. 6, pp. 74–5)

I received £400 from Messrs Chapman & Hall for Doctor Thorne, and agreed to 
sell them The Bertrams for the same sum . . . Doctor Thorne has, I believe, been the 
most popular book that I have written – if I may take the sale as a proof of com-
parative popularity. The Bertrams has had quite an opposite fortune . . . I myself 
think that they are of about equal merit, but that neither of them is good. They fall 
away very much from The Three Clerks . . . (A, ch. 7, p. 84)
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The contract price of The Three Clerks is the lowest, when its literary value is the 
highest of the three novels; while the market value of Doctor Thorne is higher than 
The Bertrams, when they are literary equals. There is a clear misalignment of different 
registers of value.

The Trollope of An Autobiography was unable to reconcile monetary values with 
artistic merit, or with social processes that he was willing to defend on other grounds. 
Cynical about ‘deali  ngs with . . . critic[s]’ (A, ch. 4, p. 53) and conscious of the irra-
tionality of popularity waves, his narrative shows income coming from volatile and 
arbitrary occurrences that he criticised even as the wave turned in his favour and he 
admitted to enjoying it.

Against this dual problematic with evaluation, detached from artistic merit, and unpre-
dictable, Trollope introduced a production-output realm of factuality, which could justify 
and anchor economic processes. It is worth noting that this move reconciled the two 
parts of the declared purpose of An Autobiography: ‘to speak . . . of my failures and suc-
cesses such as they have been, and their causes, and of the opening which a literary career 
offers to men and women for the earning of their bread’ (A, ch. 1, p. 7). The numerical 
facts generated by labour explain bread-earning by a literary career, without committing 
Trollope to bend his assessment of successes and failures, thereby rescuing, rather than 
commodifying, as has sometimes been argued, the aesthetic meaning of his art, isolating 
it from the process of economic evaluation. Indeed, after the stream of income from nov-
els is stabilised (or almost stabilised, for he admitted that fl uctuations existed (A, ch. 9, 
p. 106)), Trollope stopped accounting for each sale in detail, and instead expanded on 
the aesthetic assessment of his art. The irrational sociality of evaluation, openly narrated 
in An Autobiography, could not be brought under full control in the narrative, but was 
twice delimited: it was not allowed to touch artistic merit – a move which turned a prob-
lem (the market does not evaluate artistic merit as it should) into a benefi t (artistic merit 
does not depend on the market); then again, the socialised determination of prices was 
marginalised, for the bulk was captured by counted elements.

Silvana Colella, who brilliantly analyses Trollope’s labour theory of value, observes 
that the system of his labour appears fully rational and gives the impression that the 
value of the novel may not be entirely arbitrary, in contrast with the unpredictable 
market exchanges described in An Autobiography.14 The point I would emphasise is 
that Trollope did not gloss over or downplay the diffi culties; he puts them up front. He 
acknowledged the sociality of economic value, and sought ways to delimit its impli-
cations. If, as Colella suggests, he was framing himself as a free agent, that effect 
becomes signifi cant only in the context of a narrative of diffi culties: the isolation of 
numerical factuality is meaningful when viewed as factish in the sense that the role of 
social construction and the powerful reality of facts are both present, and motivate 
the attempt to separate them (the separation is where the process parts ways with 
Latour’s defi nition; Latour insists on inseparability). Rather than deny the signifi cance 
of social processes that his numerical facts cannot explain, Gradgrind-like, Trollope 
was acknowledging them and hoping to fence off a realm beyond their reach.

Trollope’s objectifying turn in An Autobiography also infl ected other writings. In 
the next section I examine The Way We Live Now, and read it with Trollope’s rep-
resentation of his mother in An Autobiography, to clarify the deeper motivations for 
the objectifying move; those motivations were more systemic, and exceeded Trollope’s 
frustration with individual control. It is worth observing already that this analysis 
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complicates arguments in Trollope scholarship about a subjective turn. Anna Korn-
bluh and Audrey Jaffe, for instance, each argue in different ways that concerns with 
the fi ctitiousness of economic value and the unpredictability of the market were dis-
placed onto what Jaffe calls a structure of feeling, and Kornbluh a psychic economy.15 
As  we have seen so far, and as I explain further below, Trollope was not embracing 
subjectivism; he was trying to resist a move from the (naïve or analytically exasper-
ating) objective pole, to the fully subjective.16 The middle ground was a search for 
anchors that keep sociality at bay without denying the constructed nature of value.

Trollope was not alone in seeking to anchor evaluation to numerical facts. In the same 
decades, legal actors too tried to get away from historical forms of assessment openly 
based on social processes. They replaced them with assessments that they perceived as 
asocial and objective. The connection is hardly surprising; Trollope was responding to 
the consumer economy from which I draw the two examples that follow.17

The Sociality of Numerical Facts and Fetishes – in Law
The legal regulation of household consumption is a historical example of numerical 
objectifi cation in law.18 The common law regulated credit purchases of consumer goods 
for the household through a setting known as the doctrine of necessaries. The doctrine 
allowed married women, who had extremely limited contractual capacity and prop-
erty under coverture, to manage their households by buying commodities on their hus-
bands’ credit. Courts routinely dealt with suits of traders against husbands for unpaid 
purchases made by their wives, and developed frameworks for assessing the terms of 
liability. In the closing decades of the nineteenth century, a budgetary logic of domestic 
routines was introduced into the legal determination of liability. The new logic came to 
dominate over an older assessment which was oriented toward social processes.

The traditional doctrinal assessment proceeded through a presumptive responsibil-
ity of a husband for credit given to his wife for ‘necessaries’ – defi ned as goods suitable 
for the husband’s degree and estate – as opposed to luxuries. So long as the couple were 
married and lived together, a wife was not only a vicarious consumer (in the Veblenian 
sense of maintaining male valour in the public sphere),19 but could also expand the 
implications of ‘necessaries’ by assuming the appearance of an upper station. ‘Degrees’ 
and ‘estates’, or a person’s ‘condition’ as it was often described, as well as the implica-
tions of joint life in marriage, were considered socially observable by traders, consumers, 
judges and juries, in a way which could be associated with appropriate quantities and 
qualities of goods, from meats to dresses. Evaluation, that is, the determination of the 
scope of liability for fi nancial debt, was conceptually reliant on the observation and 
construction of class and gender statuses; it was an openly social construct.

In the second half of the nineteenth century, the traditional, socially oriented 
approach was decentred as a domestic budgetary logic assumed dominance in doctrinal 
analyses. The logic of consumption articulated through the doctrine came to be that of 
domestic expense administration: liability now depended on a husband’s consent to the 
credit contract, explained as a matter of rational budget management. The logic of the 
budget could not be immediately perceived by observers, and was only known to those 
familiar with the numbers – somewhat like the hard if hidden numerical facts which 
made up Trollope’s novels. Within the budgetary domain, allocated to men as heads 
of households, women’s consumer agency too was revised in the doctrine. Women’s 
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traditional role as vicarious consumers was turned into the role of the guardian of domes-
tic routines. The shift refl ected a search for simple factuality, most easily perceived when 
budgets, that is, counted elements, became a standard explanatory reference, but no less 
present in efforts to make domestic management a technically defi ned endeavour set in 
terms of specifi ed routine tasks, as close as possible to the factual dullness of numbers. 
In broad terms, courts moved from social status to budgets as the basis for contractual 
liability in household consumption.

A resonant trend was present in the regulation of personal consumer credit, where 
courts had to decide how to evaluate consumers’ fi nancial standing.20 The background 
was the 1869 Debtors Act, which declared the abolition of imprisonment for debt, 
but in fact perpetuated it for the working classes. In the decades that followed the 
Act’s enactment, the county courts, the main legal forum which dealt with small debts, 
heard thousands of suits every day and annually issued hundreds of thousands of 
commitment orders against working-class consumers. To issue orders, courts had to 
evaluate fi nancial ability, because imprisonment was only incumbent when a debtor 
had been ordered to pay his debt and did not do so even though he had means to pay. 
The determination of means attracted increasing attention because of the singularity 
of imprisonment of the working classes. Critics of the Debtors Act did not manage to 
abolish imprisonment for debt until late in the twentieth century, but they did manage 
to launch three parliamentary investigations within forty years. Committee discussions 
reveal a change in the way fi nancial ability – that is, the category of ‘means to pay’ 
– was assessed, from an outward-turned examination of social credit, to a numerical 
framing: a balance-sheet paradigm.

The actual practice of assessing fi nancial means in courts spoke to evaluation as 
a social construct. County courts viewed consumer debtors as having means to pay 
not because their assets exceeded or even matched their liabilities, but rather on the 
assumption that they had access to credit, an assumption that we can describe as a 
social-credit paradigm. Courts issued imprisonment orders without collecting data on 
the liabilities of consumers, and yet statistics of imprisonment spoke to a huge gap 
between orders issued and actual imprisonments; that gap was fi lled by new injections 
of credit when imprisonment was looming. The new credit kept debtors out of prison. 
Trollope himself reported on this kind of experience in An Autobiography, when he 
recalled his early years of fi nancial distress:

The debts of course were not large, but I cannot think now how I could have lived, 
and sometimes have enjoyed life, with such a burden of duns as I endured. Sheriff’s 
offi cers with uncanny documents, of which I never understood anything, were 
common attendants on me. And yet I do not remember that I was ever locked up, 
though I think I was twice a prisoner. In such emergencies some one paid for me. 
(A, ch. 3, pp. 37–8) 

Money was somehow found, and courts knew that it would be. They knew that their 
orders were putting pressure on the social circulation of credit, and relied precisely on 
that circulation to determine that a person had means, without ever examining closely 
the numbers. Courts thus assessed the fi nancial standing of consumers by dispersing 
value among those potentially willing to ascribe it, envisioning consumption on credit 
as a social process.
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From a balance-sheet perspective, by contrast, if the liabilities of a person exceeded 
his assets he had no means to pay; the social willingness of unspecifi ed networks to 
extend credit had little relevance to the evaluation. The balance-sheet perspective was 
gradually embraced as epistemologically correct at the close of the century by legal 
actors, while social credit was rejected as a way of assessing means. Increasingly, legal 
actors argued that ‘means to pay’ could not rely on social willingness to provide credit, 
and instead proposed a balance-sheet assessment where all facts would be taken into 
account. Debates about the Debtors Act increasingly associated balance-sheet numbers 
with truth and certainty, as opposed to social speculation. The language was already 
available from trade contexts. George Rae’s celebration of the balance sheet in his trea-
tise on banking practices not only hailed the device, but explicitly contrasted it with 
information on a debtor’s means emerging from social perceptions, or as he described 
it, ‘that most unreliable of authorities – everybody’.21 Don’t count on a man’s referees, 
said Rae in a chapter entitled ‘The Testimony of the Balance Sheet’; the only authentic 
evidence offering exact knowledge was the balance sheet. Rae’s logic was increasingly 
embraced as the proper way to understand private consumer contexts as well. Overall, 
legal thinking revealed a move from the sociality of credit ascription to the numerical 
factuality of balance sheets.

Trollope’s efforts to anchor economic value in numerical facts were resonant with 
legal developments in consumer credit law, which likewise embraced the formality of 
numerical representation. With this in mind I would like to scratch the surface and 
examine the anxieties motivating these processes beyond the general sense that too 
much of the determination of value depended on the contextual and irrational.

Why Objectify?
The causes of the shifts toward objectivity are somewhat hazy. On Marx’s account, 
commodity fetishism was an inevitable consequence of the structures of capitalist 
exchange, which obscure the human agency at stake. Yet, in the realm of consumer 
transactions, openly social forms persisted as methods of evaluation in prominent 
legal contexts late into the nineteenth century. More crucially, as we have already 
seen, there was no failure in awareness of the sociality of evaluation, a failure that 
has been dominant in readings of commodity fetishism as a theory of false conscious-
ness. And so, an argument about a misrecognition of sociality, premised on capitalist 
structures, does not tell us enough about the allure of objectifi cation in Trollope and 
consumer law. 

In Poovey’s historical narrative, the search for facts isolated from social pro-
cesses is a consequence of intellectual shifts; she does not so much motivate as 
trace them, and necessarily so for her history cuts through a period of some 250 
years. Latour meanwhile relegates the separation of the real from the constructed 
to theory, and so does not fully acknowledge the experience of separation in his-
tory; on the contrary, he argues that people are never deluded into separating the 
constructed from the real in practice. Both Trollope and consumer law, however, are 
hard to confi ne to theory.

Reading together the concrete cases of Trollope and consumer law allows us to see 
that the historical charm of objectifi cation was rooted in concrete cultural fears of late 
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Victorianism: women and the working classes were increasingly able to affect evalu-
tation; their perceived agency prompted intuitions that evaluation needed shielding 
from social involvement.22 These fears offer an explanation beyond the two dominant 
explanatory paradigms applied to Trollope: concerns with the capitalist market and 
the meaning of capitalist value which were becoming increasingly abstract, and con-
cerns about realist writing as a human creation dependent on social convention, yet 
seeking to establish the real.23 While I do not contest these explanations, I suggest that 
fears of mass agency, as we might call it, should be added to the historical account.24 
Let us begin this time with consumer credit law and end with Trollope. In both, the 
embrace of numerical objectifi cation was responsive to concrete historical concerns 
with the agency of social outliers. Concerns can be traced in legal discussions of doc-
trinal and legislative content, while in Trollope they come into sharper view when the 
broader question of the market, as Trollope probed it in The Way We Live Now, is 
brought to bear on the problem of evaluation in An Autobiography.

Why Objectify – Law
Recall the move to budget rationality in the doctrine of necessaries. Legal debates in that 
context were infl ected with concerns about female and working-class agency, rooted in 
the expansion of consumer capitalism. From the Victorian period up until World War 
II, the British enjoyed the highest standard of living in Europe. In the last three decades 
of the nineteenth century average real wages rose by 84 per cent, while the population 
increased from 22.7 million to 32.5 million. Signifi cant parts of society attained means 
exceeding subsistence needs. Producers, meanwhile, collectively offered unprecedented 
ranges of consumer goods. 25 The rising wages and opportunities of the lower economic 
strata were entangled with processes of democratisation that were reaching the upper 
echelons of the working classes and making the implications of their expanding economic 
power culturally salient. As the lower classes gained potential economic standing, the 
economic role of lower-class women as manageresses of household consumption also 
became conspicuous. This intersection of gender with class converged with a cross-class 
gender anxiety. Women’s agency beyond the working classes was a source of cultural 
drama as they gained visible leeway in struggles for autonomy: expanding rights to prop-
erty and contract, advancing divorce reform and suffragist struggles. While the implica-
tions of economic changes remain contested given limited data on family dependants, and 
given the pervasive use of credit, these changes, coupled with other progressive reforms, 
certainly made the working classes and women seem less constrained by traditional social 
expectations. It should therefore come as no surprise that consumption was politicised 
and that its trivialisation by political economists was challenged as it emerged as a social 
force rather than epiphenomenon. 26 In adjudication of the doctrine of necessaries, this 
context was translated into legal responses.

The new budgetary logic was a new discipline which did not resort directly to class 
and gender hierarchies, increasingly unavailable in their traditional form – but forti-
fi ed them nonetheless. From the perspective of women the point is easy to grasp, for 
the domestic budget is a familiar site of gender oppression.27 Male budgetary control, 
as grounded in the new doctrinal structure, responded to fears about women, often 
voiced as accusations that reckless credit was extended to feeble minds. As Erika 
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Rappaport suggests, both husbands and shopkeepers looked to the legal system to 
protect their economic well-being from female consumption.28 Women’s sphere of 
discretion within male-determined budgets was in turn framed as a matter of daily 
routines, itself a delimiting impulse, as Leonore Davidoff’s work on the rationalisa-
tion of household management in the nineteenth century reveals.29

Working-class men’s place too was at stake in legal changes. As working-class 
women acted in their capacity as spouses, their consumer agency implicated that of 
their husbands, and tapped into the broader anxiety about working-class men’s place 
in the expanding consumer economy. The language of householder virtue had a broad 
political resonance, in line with middle-class ideals of normative masculinity.30 Budget 
rationality was part of that language, a middle-class ethic that is properly viewed as a 
disciplining effort.

The same point applies to the embrace of the balance sheet in discussions of liability 
under the Debtors Act. To be sure, preference for a balance-sheet evaluation of fi nan-
cial standing was often framed as a matter of helping the working classes. Historians, 
too, have treated the balance-sheet paradigm as a moral economy infused with equi-
table ideas which militated against the harsh market rule of freedom of contract. 31 It 
could, indeed, keep consumers out of prison despite their failure to pay legally valid 
debts. Yet, from a broader perspective, it is unclear that the rejected paradigm of social 
credit, which relied on social processes to determine liability, was a harsh market rule. 
The balance-sheet view contained far-reaching implications for market consciousness. 
It construed consumers as individualised fi nancial entities, knowable, conceptually 
isolated and assuming a present-ness – in ways previously inapplicable to the expand-
ing circles of consumption. The balance-sheet view attributed irrationality to the 
social-credit way of evaluating consumer fi nance. In doing so, it encouraged a shift in 
evaluation which could lower the number of imprisonment orders, but, at the same 
time, it framed the logic of working-class credit realities as baseless. The working 
classes were thus chastised while provisionally saved.

Working-class men’s discipline was not merely a matter of inculcating a middle-
class morality, but was also a concrete style of limitation of consumer activity which 
needed no explicit reference to class. This point is clear in the doctrine of necessaries: 
Working-class men were a social group whose small budgets meant that freedom to 
consume framed through the notion of budget management was often a mockery, no 
more liberatory than the traditional evaluation of necessaries.

Overall, I am suggesting, processes of evaluation in law which adopted numerical 
factuality represented a historical attempt to isolate evaluation from the discretion of 
women and the working classes, whose decision-making processes were framed as 
baseless. When budgets or balance sheets were sought, the sociality of evaluation was 
not overlooked but, on the contrary, was all too present to legal thinkers, its perceived 
faults in need of formal restriction.

Why Objectify – Trollope
Trollope’s immediate concerns with evaluation appear disconnected from women 
or working classes; his transactions are arbitrary in a small way, having to do with 
rashness in dealing, individual characters, and his and the publishers’ standing and 
reputation at any junction. However, if we examine Trollope’s representations of the 
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market it becomes clear that the same systemic concerns with the effects of margin-
alised groups on processes of evaluation informed his thinking. In that light, his efforts 
to isolate facts from social processes were part of a broader cultural anxiety which was 
cognisant of the troubling effects associated with particular social identities.

Nowhere was Trollope more concerned with economic evaluation than in the rail-
way plot of The Way We Live Now, written shortly before An Autobiography. In An 
Autobiography he described the novel as a critique of the age’s ‘commercial profl igacy’ 
(ch. 20, p. 107), yet profl igacy turns out to be a specifi c social problem: irrational eco-
nomic evaluation. Irrational evaluation is associated, I suggest, with the weaknesses 
of femininity. The working classes appear less threatening to Trollope, partly because 
of his own familiarity with material struggles, although some suggestions in An Auto-
biography speak in that direction too. Most well known is his self-defi nition as an 
advanced conservative-liberal, who accepts both social inequality and the diminution 
of inequality as matters of a divine will. For the most part, Trollope’s plot in The Way 
We Live Now keeps in place the divine organisation so that working-class processes of 
evaluation do not come to bear on the railway story to begin with. The concern about 
female vices, however, clarifi es the consciousness I want to recover.

The railway plot turns on a contrast between socially constructed value and real 
value anchored in economic facts. It begins with American rational economic plans. 
Fisker claims that American/English competition would heighten share value: ‘noth-
ing encourages this kind of thing like competition. When they hear at St Louis and 
Chicago that the thing is alive in London, they’ll be alive there. And it’s the same here, 
sir. When they know that the stock is running like wildfi re in America, they’ll make 
it run here too.’32 The railway too is examined in economic terms: the reader learns 
that there is no paid-up capital, that the railway is unnecessary and that it may never 
be built, all points that carry an air of verifi ability. After the clear introduction, as the 
company’s English presence becomes important – both in the plot and as a structural 
principle pulling together the novel’s plot strands – a movement toward unknowing 
economic facts assumes prominence.

Melmotte grows secretive about the railway. The problematic, fi rst elaborated 
openly, is made more and more opaque, the railway progress and the share allocations 
in the public company less and less clear. This movement culminates in the Evening 
Pulpit article which is ‘in nothing more remarkable than in this – that it left on the 
mind of its reader no impression of any decided opinion about the railway’ (WWLN, 
ch. 30, p. 229). As Tara McGann argues, the reader is placed, like the fi ctional invest-
ing public, in an unsure position.33 Critics have sometimes argued that Trollope’s 
representation of fi nance was limited, and that it failed to understand and engage 
the complex questions of capitalist fi nance.34 Contra such arguments, I suggest that 
vagueness was itself part of the problem represented in The Way We Live Now, and 
worked toward the conceptual separation between facts and social constructs. To see 
the point, we might go along with Trollope and ask: with no decided opinion about 
the railway, why and how is the public investing?

An elaborate answer is found not in the railway story, but instead in the market 
for tickets for Melmotte’s dinner party. The logic of the railway share trade, having 
been obscured, is dislocatingly elaborated in the ticket-trade subplot, which functions 
as a mock market trading in social desires. At stake is a social process of evaluation, 
and here, in Georgiana Longestaffe’s adventure with tickets, Trollope is concrete and 
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detailed. Outcast Georgiana buys her way back into a desired milieu by trading tick-
ets for the party with her friend Julia. This little story links a market-like world of 
exchange with the social aspirations at its heart, and closely tracks the rise and fall of 
exchange value. The deal is contract-like: Julia fi rst promises to entertain Georgiana 
– specifi cally, to chaperon Georgiana at Melmotte’s party, to take her as a visitor for 
three days and to have one party at her house during this time – in return for dinner 
tickets, because ‘so greatly had the Melmottes risen in general appreciation’ (WWLN, 
ch. 44, p. 344); she then agrees to raise the price and entertain Georgiana’s Jewish 
fi ancé as well, because the ticket value continues to rise with Melmotte’s popularity; 
fi nally Julia fi nds that she had given her pricey promises for nothing, because the 
fall in ticket value – following the fall in social faith in Melmotte – made her tickets 
worthless, a worthlessness concretised in the novel through Julia’s failure to meet the 
royal guests.

The formal dislocation of railway shares onto dinner tickets explains trade in 
terms of a particular social logic. Investors extending credit to Melmotte are, like 
Julia, interested in English social capital, concretised in the dinner event: mixing with 
social superiors, meeting symbols of English culture and appropriating English inher-
ited land. The movement is herd-like and explicitly uninterested in Melmotte’s fi nan-
cials, the underlying suggestion being that Melmotte’s fi nancial rise has nothing to 
do with economic solidity. The ironic rendering of the Melmottian project insists on 
the fact/social-process opposition: ‘Mr Melmotte was indeed so great a reality, such 
a fact in the commercial world of London, that it was no longer possible for such a 
one as Montague to refuse to believe in the scheme’ (WWLN, ch. 10, p. 74; emphasis 
added). With facts present, belief is mandated in line with the basic epistemological 
formula, but, an ironic narrator implies, Melmotte rises on the non-factual; he is a 
fetish, a belief as opposed to knowledge, as Latour describes the distinction with 
which anti-fetishists arm themselves. Investments are driven by processes of social 
interaction in contrast to verifi able knowledge. This problem is an epidemic spread-
ing through the novel.

Perhaps the clearest symbolic failure to separate economic facts from social pro-
cesses occurs in Melmotte’s appearance in parliament, where he wants to speak:

Melmotte listened . . . in the course of the debate . . . a question arose about the 
value of money, of exchange, and of the conversion of shillings into francs and 
dollars. About this Melmotte really did know something . . . It seemed to him 
that a gentleman whom he knew very well in the City – and who had maliciously 
stayed away from his dinner – one Mr Brown . . . understood nothing at all of 
what he was saying . . . [A] statement had been made . . . containing, as Melmotte 
thought, a fundamental error in fi nance; and he longed to set the matter right. At 
any rate, he desired to show the House that Mr Brown did not know what he was 
talking about – because Mr Brown had not come to his dinner. (WWLN, ch. 69, 
pp. 529–30; emphasis added) 

The attempt fails. Melmotte’s courage slips away under the intimidating presence of 
statesmen and House members; when corrected on formal forms of address he loses 
the gist of his argument. The scene performs at a small scale the move of the novel as 
a whole: a question of fi nance is at stake, described as a matter of knowledge, and so 
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of error. The question, however, is transformed in the social space of parliament and 
becomes something worth talking about because – and only because – it relates to 
social injuries, hierarchies and rules of conduct. The question of knowledge disappears 
completely, hence Melmotte is unable to pronounce it.

Trollope represented the social processes of evaluation as problematic. Lack of 
factual basis for investment becomes a farce in the railway’s board of directors:

At the regular meeting of the board, which never sat for above half an hour, two 
or three papers were read by Miles Grendall. Melmotte himself would speak a few 
slow words, intended to be cheery, and always indicative of triumph, and then 
everybody would agree to everything, somebody would sign something, and the 
‘board’ for that day would be over. (WWLN, ch. 22, p. 171) 

Each director understands his nomination outside the question of the railway, as 
opportunity for Melmotte’s personal and social favours, hence the inverted commas: 
‘board’. Note how the minimisation of numbers – short time, few papers, few words 
– the opposite of a Trollope novel – intensifi es the problem. The ironic rendering of 
board scenes turns comical as the directors’ silence becomes a new form of discourse; 
words, which Trollope liked in large quantities, disappear: ‘Lord Alfred bowed down 
to the table and muttered something which was intended to convey most absolute 
confi dence. “Hear, hear”, said Mr Cohenlupe’ (WWLN, ch. 37, p. 284). The repre-
sentation insists on the social process which fails to know what is evaluated – just the 
problem that haunts public investment.

Crucial to the critique of investment is its feminisation, visible in the declining 
effeminate aristocracy, and more fundamentally in the ticket mock market, which is 
not just a detailed explanation of the problem of evaluation, but one run by women. 
Feminisation is particularly telling in this instance because, as Nancy Henry notes, 
while Victorian women could do little else under formal law, they could be and were 
investors in fi nancial markets, an activity which attracted mixed views.35 Trollope 
could represent women in the stock exchange, but opted for a stereotyped scene in 
which women are irrational social players. The pathetic character of the exchange 
is nonetheless perfectly rational as a matter of internal logic: Georgiana and Julia 
respond correctly to social demands on them. This is a case of the ‘rationalisation 
towards the irrational’.36 Trollope represented a system of evaluation with an opera-
tive logic, rather than some idiosyncratic occurrence – the same concern we saw in law 
about social evaluation.

This concern with irrational women is clearly articulated in Trollope’s complex self-
modelling on his mother, Frances Trollope, in An Autobiography. Trollope praised her 
literary industriousness and the economic success that came from authorship, which 
saved her family from ruin time and again. Trollope’s practice of writing books almost 
ceaselessly was modelled on Frances Trollope, as was the hidden industry which began 
and ended daily in early hours before others even rose. In Chapter 2 of An Autobiog-
raphy he described his mother’s literary career with the same logic as he later did his 
own, separating income from literary quality. Her fi rst book, The Domestic Manners 
of the Americans, was an economic success marked by a sum, £400. But then fol-
lowed a devastating gendered critique: ‘No observer could have been worse adapted 
by nature for the task of learning whether a nation was in a way to thrive. Whatever 
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she saw she judged, as most women do, from her own standing-point’ (10). In sum-
ming up his mother’s life, his last words are critical, and frame the assessment:

She was an unselfi sh, affectionate and most industrious woman, with great capac-
ity for enjoyment and high physical gifts. She was endowed too with much creative 
power, with considerable humour, and a genuine feeling for romance. But she was 
neither clear-sighted nor accurate; and in her attempts to describe morals, manners, 
and even facts, was unable to avoid the pitfalls of exaggeration. (A, ch. 2, p. 27; 
emphasis added) 

The notion that economic value could attach to books like Frances Trollope’s Manners, 
written by a woman who exhibits a typical inability to reason ‘from causes’, whose 
motivations begin with her love of ‘society’, whose politics ‘were always an affair 
of the heart’, who gets things right almost accidentally, because she is good and ‘in 
spite of her want of logic’ (A, ch. 2, p. 20), who, simply, does not respond to any 
order of truth, illuminates Trollope’s search in An Autobiography for an anchor for 
the economic value of his books. Trollope was in search of an anchor which, while 
disconnected from the books’ literary quality, does not appear fully arbitrary – but 
rather responsive to his minimal demand for ‘facts’ to ground value. An Autobiog-
raphy answers the question left open in The Way We Live Now: how, concretely, to 
evaluate? If not by social processes, then how? The narration of Trollope’s own liter-
ary career added production output as a numerical factual anchor missing from his 
account of Frances Trollope’s work, and so narratively offered a remedy, a bracketing 
off of the risk of unclear sight underlying economic value.

Frances Trollope succeeded, on her son’s account, by having an exceptionally per-
fect heart (A, ch. 2, p. 20), but in The Way We Live Now Georgiana and Julia have 
no redeeming qualities; they retain only Frances Trollope’s faults. The diffi culty of 
separating facts from processes of evaluation lacking in logic, motivated by a love 
of sociality which relies on fashion rather than critical reasoning, drives the plot of 
economic collapse. The feminised qualities of investment are the locus of critique and 
ideological construction of an ideal concept of the economy as a factually rather than 
socially based process. It is worth noting that this effect, of demarcating the econ-
omy, shares much with the effect of marginalist economics. While Trollope’s interest 
in differentiating sources of desire (factually versus socially based), and his ideas of 
real value, might seem closer to classical political economy, and while, as a matter of 
description, he describes an economy inseparable from the socio-political realm, his 
conceptual effort to exclude social relations from the market and to deny their norma-
tive relevance for evaluation associates him with the ideological implications of the 
1870s turn to marginalism.37

* * *

Every account of the constructed (subjective) v. real (objective) distinction, whether of 
fetishes or facts, speaks to its impossibility, yet acknowledges its dominance in moder-
nity. Trollope’s framing of his commodities, and legal framings of consumer realities, 
reveal that one side of the distinction drove the other. The isolation of objective things 
was driven by a consciousness of their constructed nature; commodity fetishism or 
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fact-ishism fi rst emerges not when the social basis of economic evaluation is misrecog-
nised, but rather when it is clearly perceived, yet perceived as a threat. When suspected 
social players appeared to dominate the processes of construction, objectifi cation was 
a way of placing limits on that domination, catering for the status quo. The result was 
an ideology of a rational consumer economy. Its allure was as great as the risk that it 
would assume an independent power, and become a fetish in the traditional sense. That 
risk was present when Trollope departed from the world with an ‘adieu to all who have 
cared to read any among the many words that I have written’ (A, ch. 20, p. 233; empha-
sis added); with these departing words, Trollope left the readers of An Autobiography 
with a sense of vagueness, a not knowing what is talked about, or why – just the fear 
that drove him to accumulate words in the fi rst place.
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